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Chapter 1: The Beginnings of the War 
            On June 28th, 1914, Serbian Gavrilo Princip shot and killed Sophie, Duchess of 
Hohenberg, and her husband, Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria—heir to the Austro-
Hungarian throne. This act instantly propelled Austria-Hungary (the rest of Europe soon 
to follow) into World War One (also referred to as WWI or The Great War). Over nine 
million combatants and seven million civilians would die in the world’s first industrial 
“total war.” The war meant the breakup of empires, breakdown of social traditions, and a 
new world experience for women. They were thrust into public arenas more than ever 
before and suffered some of the greatest catastrophes yet faced.    
            Germany invaded Belgium on August 3rd of 1914, making war inevitable as 
Britain rushed to defend the small country. Germany used this invasion to attack France 
and close Belgian ports to the British. By August 4th, Britain had declared war on 
Germany. The British Empire, including Canada, South Africa, Australia and New 
Zealand were drawn in via patriotism and colonial contribution. Arriving in the winter of 
1914-15, thousands of Canadian troops joined Britain’s war effort with valiant patriotism. 
America entered the war, after three years of neutrality, on April 6th of 1917.   
            Among the English-speaking nations, about 1.3 million lives would be lost. For 
the survivors, many were permanently injured, both mentally and physically. This earned 
them the title, “The Lost Generation.” The men and women who came of age during the 
war were faced with a completely new society, missing many of its members. In 
particular, the women would be forced to fill new roles and speak out in ways they 
previously could not.  
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            The nature of womanhood also changed for this generation, the irreconcilable 
damage altering their places in and out of the home. A new voice was given to women; 
the war brought social change, grief, suffering, suffrage, jobs, wages, and new tools. 
Women morphed from mere spectators of this great event to active multi-level 
participants in the war machine.  
            Today, we have the reflections, poems, fictions, and documents of the women 
who recorded those changes. They used their voices to process and influence the pivotal 
world shifts. The women of WWI, oft forgotten in the face of history, were wives, 
daughters, mothers, lovers, friends, sisters, nurses, munitions workers, suffragettes, 
pacifists, patriots, and socialists. Their histories preserve the memories of the war. Some 
warn against participating in wars such as this while others bolster the cause. Even now, a 
century later, we are still discovering through these documents how the roles of women 
during and immediately post-WWI were reconstructed domestically and within the 
workforce. Nosheen Khan writes: 
On the one hand women poets, like their male counterparts ‘victims of moral and literary 
prepossessions’, exploit and utilize a ready-made set of conceptions and vocabulary, 
decked with righteous purposes and visionary aims, to promote the nation’s cause; the 
heroic, romantic and jingoistic styles of writing are drawn upon to inculcate the virtuous 
abstractions of honour, duty and sacrifice, in sentimental or hectoring tones. On the other 
hand, the female interpretation of war is, at its best, informed by a more mature, 
compassionate and discerning outlook (Khan 9). 
 
Women writers were under the cultural influences of their male counterparts, they were 
writing for similar audiences, but they are also informed by a tone predisposed to 
femininity. This tone is somewhat distanced from the war, but war stretches beyond the 
trenches. Thus, the female perspective indicates essential differences in the war rhetoric.  
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Throughout the war, women actively participated in and against the war effort. In 
literature, some of the most important women, who will be included in this thesis, 
fearlessly recorded their beliefs in the war efforts. Vera Brittain, one of the first 
matriculated female students at Oxford, wrote about the devastation of losing many of the 
men closest to her. Rebecca West, a writer, journalist, and critic whose novella, The 
Return of a Soldier dealt with shell-shock and the gap between combatants and non-
combatants. Rose MaCauley, a civil servant in the War Office also worked for the British 
Propaganda Department and the Peace Pledge Union until 1940. May Wedderburn 
Cannan, a Voluntary Aid Detachment (VAD) nurse worked in government propaganda 
and for the MI5 in Paris at the Armistice. Alice Meynell, Jessie Pope, and Margaret 
Sackville were other poets who were vocal about the war. Mary Augusta Ward, a 
novelist, founding member of the Women’s National Anti-Suffrage League, wrote 
propaganda explaining the war to Americans for President Wilson. These women and 
others contributed to and shaped the responses to the war.  
            As society changed, women were pushed into new roles. Traditional relationships 
such as mother, sister, lover, or friend, were warped by grief, fear, and death. The war-
torn world took a distinct emotional toll on those most affected. Moreover, the women 
who were often most closely involved became nurses or other volunteers abroad and in 
England. On the front, they were firsthand witnesses to the horrors of war. Moreover, 
nurses and ambulance drivers were some of the civilian causalities on the front, serving 
and dying in the war as male soldiers did. Finally, there were ‘War Girls’ and working 
women on the homefront who earned a living wage for the first time sewing uniforms, 
building munitions, and doing agricultural work.  
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            Many women were active participants in the pivotal movements of their time such 
as suffrage, pacifism, patriotism, and socialism. Canadian women were enfranchised in 
1916; American in 1920; British in 1928. Suffragettes fervently campaigned for the vote 
which would yield female contribution to governmental decisions. Socialist movements 
became popular throughout Europe. Finally, Pacifism spread amongst many as the war 
ripped society apart.  
After the war, the League of Nations was established, in part, by those who 
vocalized their opposition and insisted on remembrance dictating future actions. In 
particular, pacifist prose and poetry demonstrated the emotional horrors of warfare in an 
effort to prevent future wars.  
Conversely, patriotism served as a rallying cry for those at home. Many women 
helped to garner support and recruit soldiers, Mrs Humphry Ward by propaganda in 
service of Woodrow Wilson or Jessie Pope by poetry.  
            The war had two spheres: the homefront and the actual front. The experiences 
obviously differed in each sphere, creating two separate conceptions of the war. The non-
combatants at home contributed to the effort rather than the fight. In England and the 
British Empire, people suffered from rations and raised prices. Because of national fervor 
and eventual conscription, those at home often missed members of their families. Wives, 
mothers, sisters, and cousins suffered acutely from the loss of their primary wage earners, 
partners, and emotional attachments. Various financial and emotional support systems 
disappeared with men flocking to the front, forcing women to deal with the trauma of 
absence and risk to loved ones. Many texts support the idea that non-combatants suffered 
with endless waiting and grief if a loved one was killed. 
  
8 
            Due to the war’s violence, the changing sentiment throughout the war was 
reflected in literature. Initially, the defense of tiny Belgium from the bullying German 
state was regarded as noble; as the war dragged on, the loss of life and normal society 
caused writers to change their opinions. Defending Belgium was a case of honoring a 
treaty, this intertwined Belgium’s fate with a British promise to protect the nation. British 
honor was at stake and it dragged them into the conflict. This is most notably reflected in 
the progression from Rupert Brooke’s poetry to that of Owen and Sassoon. To some 
women writers, far from the dangers of the front, the war remained a patriotic effort, a 
noble and valiant way for men to die. This created a dynamic in war literature that 
reflected the differences in how the war was received depending on generation and 
location.  
           When the war finally did end, all nations involved were forced to cope with the 
consequences. Men returning were shell-shocked and gruesomely injured, jeopardizing 
their ability to participate in the workforce.  Those who could work forced out the women 
who had taken on jobs during wartime. This complicated the economic roles of women, 
particularly those who lost familial wage earners in the war. The gap left in society by the 
dead was difficult to fill as nations attempted to rebuild.  
            World War One dictated the course of 20th century history. As the first “Total 
War,” it restructured women’s positions in war-time society and after. The devastation 
dictated new social roles and restructuring of a society that now had a surplus of women. 
Beyond that, much of the rhetoric surrounding the war in general is a gradual progression 
from excitement to disillusionment; but neither the war nor the writing about it was that 
simple. The literature produced coped with issues and expressed the emotional response 
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to the war, channeling frustration and sadness. The war created a society with a diversity 
of opinions. Women’s literary works portrayed these changes and the effects of war on 
womanhood. These works were coping mechanisms, commentary, and ways to incite 
social change. Women’s poetry and prose conveyed varying aspects of war experience, 
showing that the progression of the war was extremely complicated and often 
contradicted itself. The expression of this trauma explained the war and its relation to 
females on the homefront, in war work, and in the immediate post-war period. In turn, 
there was a mechanism of social change and greater political influence while changing 
women’s place in the society that had to be re-created after the war. In exploring 
women’s literature of World War One, scholars must recognize not only the progression 
of these roles, but that the conflict is far messier than what can fit into a straightforward 
narrative of gradual disillusionment.  
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Chapter 2: Notable Women in Literature During and Post-War 
            Throughout the early 1900s, many women used their writing as a tool to observe, 
criticize, and memorialize society. Documentation helped to cope with the pain of loss in 
the war and rapid ongoing societal changes. Remembrance was essential to the time, 
especially to those interested in preventing similar future destruction. While there were 
many relevant, vocal women at the time, some had a more lasting impact than others. 
This section will discuss some who became prominent in their time and remained so in 
ours.  
            Vera Brittain grew up in the West Midlands of England before being awarded an 
exhibition to Somerville College at Oxford. After the war broke out, Brittain left her 
studies to become a British Voluntary Aid Detachment (VAD) nurse. Her 
memoir, Testament of Youth, and various books of poetry were profound contributions to 
war literature. Through these pieces, one witnesses her great loss during the war and use 
of writing to understand this suffering. In her memoir, she composes a war narrative that 
instructs on personal and political conduct. Moreover, in the memoir and poetry, she 
interrelates the personal and political. Brittain’s suffering is personal and widespread, 
because in speaking for herself, she also voices the sorrows of her generation. Brittain 
strives to warn future generations about the dangers of ideology and idealism in war time, 
two forces that drove WWI and eventually WWII.  
            Early in Testament of Youth, Brittain writes, “I felt, by some such attempt to write 
history in terms of personal life could I rescue something that might be of value, some 
element of truth and hope and usefulness, from the smashing of my own youth by the 
war” (Brittain Forward). The war was a bombardment in itself, the ‘smashing’ Brittain 
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describes mimics the war front while categorizing its corrosive effects on all parts of 
society. Her generation did not just lose their carefree youth to war, rather they watched 
joy be obliterated by mass destruction. Brittain writes this history through the lens of 
rehashing personal experience which makes it more understandable and emotive than just 
broad statistics would.  In attempting to “rescue something that might be of value” she 
localizes the war experience while encapsulating what many felt.  
             Brittain begins The Testament of Youth: “When the Great War broke out, it came 
to me not as a superlative tragedy, but as an interruption of the most exasperating kind to 
my personal plans” (Brittain 1). This reflection indicates the sentiment of the early war, 
initially it was simply fighting that wouldn’t last till Christmas. The war impinged on 
plans but to those who were young, it had yet to become a tragedy. The ‘greatness’ of 
WWI and its ramifications could not have been known at the time: rather than being ‘the 
most tragic’ it was a minor frustration, particularly to the young people beginning to plan 
their futures.  
            From 1914-1918 and then the ten years to 1928 that Brittain spent composing her 
memoirs, the war went from exasperating to catastrophic. At the end of her 
autobiography she writes: “I was linked with the past that I had yielded up, inextricably 
and forever, I found it not inappropriate that the years of frustration and grief and loss, of 
work and conflict and painful resurrection, should have led me through their dark and 
devious ways to this new beginning” (Brittain 608). Brittain concedes that even after the 
war, it would hold personal power over her, inescapably shaping her future. Her existence 
became defined by being of the “War Generation.” When she does find a new beginning 
and starts a family, doing so is not free from the blight of war. The acknowledgment of 
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personal happiness is tainted by the war’s suffering; it feels inappropriate to do anything 
besides grieve. War is unforgettable. Brittain, who became an ardent pacifist and political 
figure post-war, tells her personal calamities and the ways that those events continued to 
shape humanity across all levels.  
            A contemporary of Brittain, Rebecca West, also made political commentary on 
the time; a writer, journalist, and critic, she wrote in support of socialism and feminism 
throughout both world wars. Her most notable WWI work, The Return of a Soldier, is 
about a shell-shocked soldier returning from the front. Chris, the soldier, has forgotten the 
past fifteen years, including his marriage, and is caught up in a love affair from his youth. 
The novel explores Chris’s new reality compared to that of those around him. His wife is 
deeply upset by his loss of memory while his cousin, Jenny, surmises it may be for the 
best. At the heart of the novel, West questions war and society. Andrew Frayn points out 
that the novel “describes war’s impact on the home front and the enchantment of 
enduring institutions such as marriage, gender, and class” (Frayn 3). Marriage, gender, 
and class, old dependable institutions, began to become muddled with the emasculation 
by war and greater responsibility of women. Within the narrative of war, these 
institutions shape society’s outlook. A soldier’s relations to non-combatants and his 
personal experience are explored to understand war’s effects.  
 West’s novel also touches on the psychological effects of trench warfare. Chris, 
the returned soldier, must re-confront reality and adapt while suppressing his memories. 
He is the picture of stoicism within society while the women, bearing the emotional 
burden, fuss over him. Chris is only affected by the loss of his memories but can still 
function within society; instead it is the non-combatants who outwardly struggle to cope. 
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Inwardly, he struggles with his inability to live in the present reality, highlighting that the 
trauma of a soldier is not always clear to those around them.  
            The returning soldier was a common trope in war literature. Early on, West has 
her narrator remark: “That day and its beauty was an affront to me, because, like most 
Englishwomen of my time, I was wishing for the return of a soldier” (West 3). A sign of 
wartimes—waiting and wishing has become normalized; life’s mundaneness occurs 
without the ‘soldier.’ But this beautiful day is offensive to Jenny, it exposes the bleakness 
of life on the homefront. The stagnant waiting period causes life to lose its luster. When 
Chris does return, the waiting seems almost for naught. Though his doctor assures them 
he’s physically okay, he is no longer their Chris. West’s novel concludes with Chris 
regaining his memories and remaining ever-stoic, the call of the front his number one 
duty.   
            Rose MaCauley, a civil servant in the British Propaganda Department also 
contributed prose and poetry. Her novel, Non-Combatants and Others, dedicated to her 
brother and other combatants, explains aspects of the non-combatant existence. Her 
narrator, Alix, observes those around her, some in support of the war, others vehemently 
opposed, and copes with the stagnancy that West wrote about.  
Macauley’s poetry also highlights these differences. In her poem ‘’Many Sisters 
to Many Brothers’ she writes: “In a trench you are sitting, while I am knitting/ A hopeless 
sock that never gets done” (Macauley 88). The excitement of trench warfare versus 
homefront monotony was a frequent concern of women throughout the Empire. Women 
were forced into docilely knitting or working in the War Office while their loved ones 
were sent to fight, creating long unbearable waiting periods.  
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Macauley touches on women’s political powers in Non-Combatants and Others, 
as characters turn waiting into action within England. Boredom and fear are catalysts to 
enacting social change. This social change also inspired highly emotional writing, which 
captivated and further mobilized readers. There was a direct call to the women of nations 
involved to either serve or condemn the war effort, depending on the source. By using 
fiction to highlight realities of the war, writers could inspire an emotional reaction 
encouraging one to act. Furthermore, works like Macauley’s frame the feminine 
narrative. Women utilized the horrors of the war to increase their social position. This 
included contributing to the war effort; some choose pacifism, and others, the patriotic 
calls to war. In Macauley’s book, she creates characters bolstering the war efforts in 
direct contrast to those bolstering feminism, socialism, and pacifism. 
Much of the war rhetoric encouraged pro-war sentiments. Mrs Humphry Ward, an 
anti-suffrage and pro-war author wrote political propaganda using her war experience and 
connections. In her wartime novels and propaganda pieces, she glorified the war even as 
many became steadily disillusioned. On Humphry Ward, George Otte writes, “The war, 
moreover, presented challenges to her deepest notions of what life should and even could 
be like. A champion of the idea that women have a proper sphere they ought not stray 
beyond, she had to try to muster patriotic enthusiasm for the ‘’unwomanly’ service of 
women in the war effort” (Otte 16). Humphry Ward, a generation older than the authors 
discussed above, sought to maintain the old-world order even as times were changing.  
In her novel for President Woodrow Wilson, England’s Effort, Humphry Ward 
analyzes valiant efforts across Britain in munitions factories, battle sites, and official 
records. She claims her mind is “tormented and obsessed by the spectacle of war” 
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(Humphry Ward 16). To her, war is an intriguing spectacle that will yield societal 
betterment rather than recognizing it as a source of egregious suffering. For her and her 
class of older women, the war is distant enough to become an object of obsession. She 
can act as a spectator without becoming embroiled in the conflict; she isn’t forced to 
recognize its brutality. Moreover, throughout the novel she discusses the interplay of 
women’s place in war work and the good of this society, blind to the horrors of those 
fighting.  
Brittain, West, Macauley, and Humphry Ward were some of the women making 
important contributions to war literature. While there is overlap between them, each of 
their writings had its own prerogative, contributing to the diversity of war opinions. The 
writings of many women discussed suffrage, pacifism, socialism, war, grief, suffering, 
and patriotism. Their voices all acknowledge different aspects of the war. Female 
contributions to war rhetoric were, by virtue of a woman’s position, very different from 
men’s, each determined by the woman’s way of life. 
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Chapter 3: Women on the Front 
War is not exclusively defined by “combat” but by the different ways both men 
and women engage with the crises of conflict. Many women joined the forces on the front 
during the First World War and experienced firsthand both combat and nursing men back 
to health. This changed their positions in society and roles in warfare. Women became 
nurses, ambulance drivers, and aided the War Office both at home and abroad. Within 
this new sphere, some women had a hands-on experience. Women engaged in war work 
used writing to convey boredom, monotony, and ways to cope with many horrors. 
Nursing services offered a place for women on the battlefields. With deployments 
to the front, these women witnessed the brutality of war and the gruesome mess it left 
behind. Nurses were as close to fighting as a woman could get. Along with nurses, 
initially, there were also ambulance drivers who similarly served the front under urgent 
conditions. The jobs for women on the front allowed them the freedom to see the world 
and participate in the war effort. Thousands of middle-class young women enlisted with 
idealism and patriotic sentiment. As the war went on, like soldiers, these women faced 
the realities of war. Treating horrific injuries, lack of sleep, and the risk of death from a 
bombardment on land or at sea culminated in a sense of disillusionment similar to the 
men’s.  
Politically, their writing portrayed life on the front through the eyes of non-
combatants. The less hardened and greater sentimentality of a woman’s perspective with 
less of the adrenaline of actual warfare yielded greater reflection. Idealism and glamour 
became obsolete in the face of realism.  
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Vera Brittain’s memoir, Testament of Youth discusses her experiences in the 
Voluntary Aid Detachment (VAD). Brittain left Oxford to become a nurse, even 
acknowledging she knew she’d hate it: “Truly the war has made masochists of us all” 
(Brittain 132). To Brittain and others, there was a constant tension between duty to one’s 
country and duty to oneself. During the war, doing nothing felt inappropriate; joining up 
gave one something to do. Moreover, life at home was endlessly boring. Brittain 
confides: “I longed intensely for hard physical labour which would give me discomfort to 
endure and weariness to put mental speculation to sleep” (Brittain 124). War work was a 
welcome distraction from anticipating a letter. Physical exhaustion would put one at ease 
the way it did for soldiers on the front, one simply does not have time to ponder the war’s 
horrors. For a nurse, the experience of war is controlled by personal and professional 
duties. Brittain and others like her had personal obligations to her brother, fiancé, and 
friends as well as a duty to England. Nursing gave an outlet to focus on the moment.  
Nursing itself was also a struggle, especially as one dealt with personal trials. In 
the poem “Hospital Sanctuary”, Brittain writes, “When dreams are shattered, and broken 
is all decision—/ Turn you to these, dependent on your care” (Because You Died 62) 
Feeling like she no longer had her own dreams and life ahead of her, she sought meaning 
in those who depend on her. Nursing combines with personal suffering to give meaning 
to life. The poem continues: “They too have fathomed the depths of human anguish” 
(Because You Died 62). The men she cares for are in a similar emotional state, 
confronting what war has taken from them, be it friends or their own bodies. She 
concludes: “The dim abodes of pain wherein they languish/ Offer that peace for which at 
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last you pray” (Because You Died 52). By alleviating soldiers’ pain, she offers them some 
of the peace she craves. 
The poem, “A Military Hospital,” by Brittain, describes the carnage witnessed in 
nursing. Brittain writes: “A mass of human wreckage, drifting in/ Born on a blood red 
tide” (Because You Died 15). By the time the injured make it to the hospital, they are 
“human wreckage” rather than people. They “drift” without agency, inanimate and 
destroyed. The men waft in on a “blood red tide,” drowning in butchery. The war 
becomes like a stormy sea, tossing humans the way of the hospital. Men drift in and out 
of the military hospitals, the nurses the only constant. Not even life is guaranteed within 
this wreckage.  
Sadly, within war work, women were often forgotten, suffering without any glory. 
Brittain mentions this in the poem, “The Sisters Buried at Lemnos.” She states:  
Seldom they enter into song or story; 
 Poets praise the soldier’s might and deeds of war,  
But few exalt the Sisters, and the glory 
Of women dead beneath a distant star (Because You Died 24). 
 
History forgets women’s deeds. While men are memorialized in song and stories of war, 
those who saved them and tended their wounds get no glory. Similarly, the women who 
die far from home will not receive any commemoration: they will not become heroes. 
Nosheen Khan discusses this:  
Female feats of heroism went mostly unrecorded; occasionally they got a mention in 
newspapers. The heroism and bravery displayed by nurses in carrying out their duties 
amidst air attacks and shelling received no wide scale commemoration… This 
indifference meted out to women who died in service of their country is the theme of 
Brittain’s, ‘The Sisters Buried at Lemnos’ (Khan 113).  
 
Brittain glorifies them with her poem. She recalls the women who have died in foreign 
fields, their souls resting distant from home. Brittain expresses frustration that the grief 
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and suffering of women were often drowned out by the public’s praising of the men. 
These women, “Courageously they stayed to meet their hour” (Because You Died 24), 
just as the men did, only without the glory bestowed on men. 
The struggle of neglected female achievements was discussed by female authors. 
Helen Zenna Smith’s novel, Not So Quiet… features mistreated ambulance drivers who 
witness some of the worst aspects of war. Smith, herself an ambulance driver during the 
war, writes a semi-autobiographical novel about her experience. The novel, a response to 
Remarque’s classic All Quiet on the Western Front, shows a woman’s perspective on war 
trauma. In the end, Smith’s heroine lives at the expense of her soul. While in Remarque’s 
novel Paul’s death is tragic and poetic, the death of the protagonist, Nellie’s, soul is 
meaningless and bleak. 
In Not So Quiet… Smith addresses the boredom and misery of war work. To 
Nellie the war is not glory and idealism; almost everyone she sees has been horrifically 
broken: 
We hate and dread the days following on the guns when they boom without interval. 
Trainloads of broken human beings: half-mad men pleading to be put out of their misery; 
torn and bleeding and crazed men pitifully obeying orders like a herd of senseless cattle, 
dumbly and pitifully straggling in the wrong direction, as senseless as a flock of senseless 
sheep obeying a senseless leader, here back into line by the orderly, the kind sheep-dog… 
men with faces bleeding through their hasty bandages; men with vacant eyes and mouths 
hanging foolishly apart dropping saliva and slime; men with minds mercifully gone; men 
only too sane, eyes horror-filled with blood and pain. (Smith 29-30) 
 
Broken, the men cannot take care of themselves. Any glamour of soldiering is gone, they 
become animals similar to Brittain’s “human wreckage.” The “broken human beings” are 
herded around senselessly. The broken bodies are pitiful, without agency, constantly 
directed. Smith emphasizes both “pitifully” and “senseless” throughout the passage to 
express the degradation the war has brought on these once strong young men. Even the 
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orderlies have been de-humanized, a sheep-dog herding its flock. The scene lacks 
humanity. Their faces bleed, eyes vacant, mouths only hanging as they drip with saliva 
and slime. It’s grotesque and warped—the only mercy is that, for some, their minds are 
gone; those who are “too sane” sit horrified.  
            In the midst of this carnage, Nellie often touches on her decision to become an 
ambulance driver—and the trauma she met. Pressure on the homefront to join up caused 
her to enlist. She needed to participate but once on the front she realizes the war is not a 
glamorous patriotic endeavor. Nellie remarks: “I have schooled myself to stop fainting at 
the sight of blood. I have schooled myself not to vomit at the smell of wounds and stale 
blood, but view these sad bodies with professional calm I shall never be able to… I 
become savage at the futility” (Smith 90). Reduced to savagery by the futility of the war, 
she regards sad bodies anxiously. Visceral physical responses can be trained out, but the 
emotional reactions remain. Bodies are broken by a pointless and destructive war—this 
disturbs Nellie.  
            Life on the front was also the subject of many poems. Eva Dobell, a British VAD 
like Brittain, composed two poems, “Night Duty” and “Pluck”, about her experiences. 
“Night Duty” reflects the hospital’s brief calm before duty re-emerges. Dobell begins: 
“The pain and laughter of the day are done/ So strangely hush and still the long ward 
seems” (Dobell 237) Juxtaposing pain and laughter recalls the humanity of the war 
front—life goes on each day. War is silenced briefly until: 
Here one cries sudden on a sobbing breath 
Gripped in the clutch of some incarnate fear: 
What terror through the darkness draweth near? 
What memory of carnage and of death? 
What vanished scenes of dread to his closed eyes appear? (Dobell 237 ) 
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At night, men become vulnerable in the dark. The cry is “sudden” but “on a sobbing 
breath,” nightmares filling the air. Dobell questions what they could be remembering, the 
carnage, terror, or “vanished scenes of dread”? She watches the ward with a speculative 
eye, following with: 
And one laughs with an exultant joy. 
An athlete he – Maybe his young limbs strain 
In some remembered game, and not in vain 
To win his side the goal – Poor crippled boy, 
Who in the waking world will never run again (Dobell 237) 
 
The dream world serves as solace for some men in the hospital, they exist in their pre-war 
state. This boy laughs “with an exultant joy”, running again, renewing his lost 
athleticism. She imagines his dream until she recalls that this “poor crippled boy” will 
never run again. Dobell emphasizes all the war has taken from him and others—
happiness in the day time or comfort in sleep. Amidst this, a “great star” shines through 
the window and “Looks in upon these dreaming forms that lie/ So near in body, yet 
in soul so far/ As those bright worlds thick strewn on that vast depth of sky” (Dobell 
237). The men are physically there but their souls have gone to the “vast depth of sky”, a 
necessary separation from a world full of suffering. The star watches over them as nurses 
care for their damaged bodies.  
            Dobell’s other poem, ‘Pluck’, depicts a young soldier. She begins: 
            Crippled for life at seventeen, 
            His great eyes seem to question why: 
            With both legs smashed it might have been 
            Better in that grim trench to die 
            Than drag maimed years out helplessly (“Pluck” 238). 
 
This poem highlights war’s damage to the young. She constantly re-iterates that this boy 
is “A child” who is “wasted” and “broke with pain”, the war stealing future happiness. 
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He was better to die in “that grim trench” then spend a lifetime helpless. The problem lies 
in the institution of war that encourages boys to fight:  
He told a lie to get his way 
To march, a man with men, and fight 
While other boys are still at play 
A gallant lie your heart will say (“Pluck” 238). 
 
The boy lied to join up, getting “his way” like a little child pestering his parents. Rather 
than thinking it through, he believed in war’s gallantry, fueled by the encouragement 
from home. Instead of staying home “at play”, he is left with a life of pain and “heart-sick 
fear.” Moreover, the boy must remain stoic and “when the dreaded moment’s there/ He’ll 
face us all, a soldier yet.” He remains a soldier, regardless of his suffering. Claire Buck 
claims, “Dobell seeks to pay tribute to the young man’s courage in the face of tragedy, 
but in doing so she turns his literal status as a soldier into militaristic metaphor, by 
measuring his courage by his soldierliness” (Buck 94). Dobell reiterates the nobility of 
these soldiers while commenting on their losses. The boy is a courageous 
and honorable soldier, forever, even in crying or defeat. Sadly, he is also in constant pain, 
wounded and unable to live a normal life. The trade-off is bleak, innocence is ripped 
away from the boy in the most brutal way.  
            Women also voiced complaints in pamphlets and shorter works. In a piece 
entitled ‘Conspiracy’, Mary Borden, a novelist and poet, talks about the conspiracy in 
war. Borden used personal wealth to equip and staff a field hospital for French soldiers 
where she worked as a nurse. She states: “It is all carefully arranged. Everything is 
arranged. It is arranged that men should be broken and that they should be mended. Just 
as you send your clothes to the laundry and mend them when they come back, so we send 
our men to the trenches and mend them when they come back again” (Borden 260). 
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Borden analyzes ongoing systemic warfare. She explains the ‘conspiracy’ behind sending 
men to war—a cyclical system carefully “arranged” by some unseen overseer and carried 
out by those in hospitals. Borden compares soldiers to laundry, sent out, mended, then 
sent back to its owner—men are not considered as humans, instead they are owned by the 
war effort. The soldier’s decisions are further controlled by this conspiracy: “We conspire 
against his right to die. We experiment with his bones, his muscles, his sinews, his blood. 
We dig into the yawning mouths of his wounds” (Borden 261). “Healing” steals the 
soldier’s agency. He doesn’t have the right to die, he is prodded at and mended until he 
can return to the cause. Young men become experiments who can be toyed with because 
“It is our business to do this.” To Borden, “He is only one among thousands. They are all 
the same. They let us do with them what we like. They all smile as if they were grateful.” 
The men have become indistinguishable, grateful for the help and unaware of their 
futility.  
Dying men are just an unfortunate side-effect of the same conspiracy. Borden 
writes, “They would not die and disappoint us if they could help it. Indeed, in 
their helplessness they do the best they can to help us get them ready to go back again” 
(Borden 261). Death is a disappointment only because they can no longer be regenerated. 
Helpless men only try to get better to prove useful again. Borden concludes by asking: 
“Do you hear? Do you understand? It is all arranged just as it should be.” A cry for 
people to recognize the arrangements of war. Life has become systematic, a cyclical 
arrangement that conspires against citizens in every warring nation. Borden’s criticism 
blatantly rebukes the sterile way society regards the war and its victims. Moreover, 
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Borden constructs her soldier as an everyman figure, never revealing which side he is on 
and confirming that this suffering is a universal facet of war.   
            By giving women jobs on the front, the war allowed them a perspective different 
from those of the soldiers. Women involved in medical treatment almost exclusively 
witnessed the war’s casualties, contextualizing mass suffering differently than those in 
the trenches. This allowed them to cast a doubtful eye on the warring world, seeing that 
broken young men were not a rarity. Many responses of these women emphasized the 
futility of the war—a life wrecked for what? The whims of nations? Treating wounds 
meant that every gruesome result of war was laid before them. They also saw the men’s 
immediate responses, before any man could recollect himself, he came back traumatized 
and weak. Women on the front witness the destruction but are detached enough to not be 
completely destroyed by it.  
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Chapter 4: War Girls 
           At home, the war gave women the opportunity to earn a wage. They could sew 
uniforms or work in munitions factories or agriculture. This gave woman a chance at 
personal advancement and life outside of the home. Women were essential to war 
economies because much of the workforce was off fighting. The working “War Girls” 
meant new horizons for female contributions and roles beyond that of mother and wife.  
Ernestine Mills explains the newness of this economic structure and opportunity 
in Real Food Economy, The Englishwoman: 
Our women are wanted in munition shops, in factories, in offices, on the land, they are 
for the first time entering skilled trades, from which they have hitherto been excluded by 
the men’s Unions, hundreds of women are now doing what has hitherto been considered 
men’s work – and doing it well (Mills 231) 
 
Wartime society gradually realized that women could do men’s work and thus “wanted” 
them in many places. Moreover, women were “doing it well.” Exclusion, for the time 
being, was a thing of the past.  
This new economy also allowed women to demand higher wages—they were 
essential to the workforce. Mills states: “No women should be allowed to work for a 
wage which is not sufficient to enable her to procure ample and wholesome food without 
additional labour on her part.” Mills makes the demand for greater wage equality. Many 
women still had to return to the home and care for families; they needed a sufficient wage 
to do this, as bread-winning men would receive.  
            War Girls were also a subject of poetry. Jessie Pope, a chauvinist propagandist 
titled a poem ‘War Girls’ which discusses women in these positions:  
There’s the girl who clips your ticket for the train, 
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And the girl who speeds the lift from floor to floor, 
There’s the girl who does a milk-round in the rain, 
And the girl who calls for orders at your door (Pope 189) 
 
The war economy gave women visibility. These War Girls are at the train, on the lift, 
delivering milk, and collecting orders. Pope intends to promote the war with their 
positions—the war obligingly allows opportunities for work. War Girls are “Strong, 
sensible, and fit, / They’re out to show their grit” (Pope). They are determined to prove 
themselves—they can keep up in the work force. But Pope reminds the reader that War 
Girls only stand in for the missing soldiers: “They’re going to keep their end up/ Till the 
khaki soldier boys come marching back” (Pope 189). The girls have a duty in the war 
deal—keep England going until the boys come “marching back.” War Girls are an 
economic necessity in a society now dependent on their contributions. Pope’s War Girls 
include the “motor girl who drives a heavy van” and “the girl who cries, ‘All fares, 
please!’ like a man.” The girls happily step into masculine duties. Finally, Pope reminds 
her reader that, “Beneath each uniform/ Beats a heart that’s soft and warm.” She returns 
the girls to their femininity. They are still “soft” and “warm” but it doesn’t prevent them 
from wearing the uniforms. In war, “They’ve no time for love and kisses”, they’ve 
become professional women. 
            In another poem by Pope, “Socks,” she juxtaposes knitting with the soldiers on 
the front. For the knitter, “Shining pins that dart and click/ In the fireside’s sheltered 
peace (Pope 113). The pins move rapidly, shining like machinery but in the “sheltered 
peace” of a fireside. In the following stanza, she writes: “He was brave – well, so was I—
/ Keen and merry, but his lip/ Quivered when he said goodbye.” Both the departing 
soldier and his lover were faced with different kinds of bravery. The only sign of the 
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soldier’s fear is his quivering lip, denying the reality of war. Pope returns to knitting with 
a refrain at the end of each stanza: “Purl the seam-stich, purl and slip.” The two have 
very different war experiences: the girl wonders “if he’s warm enough”, while focusing 
on: “knit 2, catch 2, knit 1, turn.” At home the reality is worry while the unseen soldier 
faces the unknown in war.  
            A Canadian poet, Katherine Hale, also discusses knitting in her poem “Grey 
Knitting.” For her, it’s how women participate from afar. She notes that their contribution 
is small but important, “A tiny click of little wooden needles, / Elfin amid 
the gianthood of war” (Hale 47). Calling forth fairytales, women become small, “elfin”, 
and distant. War is a giant that only the tiniest contribution can be made to. Within this 
web there are, “Whispers of women, tireless and patient, / Who weave the web from 
afar.” These women are firmly removed from the war yet still “weave the web” of bonds 
and home from afar. The “web” imagery throughout the poem reminds the reader of the 
bonds that connect these women to the missing men. Her final stanza again recalls this 
interknitting:  
I like to think that soldier, gaily dying 
For the white Christ on fields with shame sown deep, 
May hear the fairy click of women’s needles, 
As they fall fast asleep (Hale 47). 
 
Hale finds comfort in the idea that the faint clicks of needles come to the dying men. 
Women’s contribution to the war effort serving lost men even in their dying moments. 
These men peacefully “fall asleep” to the sounds of distant feminine care. Hale imagines 
a deep connection between female loss and men’s final moments, “gaily dying.” The 
faint needles a “fairy click”, an almost magical presence within gruesome war. This poem 
also reflects the deep sentimentality of women on the homefront—far away from the 
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conflict the war becomes a fantastic ideal fraught with romantic notions that neglect its 
gruesomeness.  
            Aside from knitting and other new workforce opportunities, munitions work was a 
popular placement for many women. It gave larger wages and agency to the women of 
the time—thus profiting working-class girls.  
The poem “Munition Wages” by Madeline Ida Bedford notes these advantages, 
“Earning high wages? Yus, / Five quid a week” (Bedford 191). Bedford describes women 
earning more than before. She continues, “I spends the whole racket/ on good times and 
clothes.” Wages gave working-class women greater personal freedom, a huge benefit of 
the time. Moreover, the poem’s diction immediately distinguishes the class difference. 
Bedford is not using haughty and poetic English but rather rough working-class 
colloquial speech. “I spends” is not grammatically correct but blunt and harsh 
sounding—poetry of the uneducated class. Bedford also highlights the risk of munitions 
work with a blasé attitude: “We’re all here today, mate,/Tomorrow – perhaps dead.” As if 
talking to a friend she remarks there’s no concerns about the danger, “Afraid! Are yer 
kidding? / With money to spend.” Women in these positions ignored the fear with the 
excitement of the “money to spend.” Bedford incredulously remarking “Are yer 
kidding?” She concludes:  
Worthwhile, for tomorrow 
If I’m blown to the sky,  
I’ll have repaid mi wages 
 In death – and pass by. (Bedford 191) 
 
This is reminiscent of male war poets’ thoughts on how meaningless it all is. This speaker 
doesn’t care if she’s blown up because she’s got the wage. With newly discovered 
freedom and fun, being “blown to the sky” just means repaying wages by death.  
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To others, munition work had a dark side, particularly in its relation to femininity. 
Historically, women acting as mothers and caretakers were now working in jobs that 
would directly contribute to the destruction of life. In her poem, “Women at Munition 
Making,” Mary Gabrielle Collins discusses the destruction brought on by the job. Women 
have previously been the “Minister unto the flame of life” (Collins 190) whose fingers 
guide “the rosy teat, swelling with milk” to the “suckling babe.” They create the “flame 
of life” and nurture weak infants. As the givers of life, they are endowed with protecting 
humanity. In wartime, Collins points out that now, “their hands, their fingers/ Are 
coarsened in munition factories” and “They must take part in defacing and destroying the 
natural body/ Which, certainly during this dispensation/ Is the shrine of the spirit” 
(Collins 190). No longer can women protect and nurture life when they must “take part in 
defacing and destroying the natural body.” This “shrine of spirit”, a sacred thing, will be 
ripped away by the munitions coarsening their hands. She discusses how over time we 
have “marvelled at the seeming annihilation/ Of Thy work” but in this moment, it 
“Mounts like a poison to the Creator’s very head.” Nosheen Khan writes that Collins, 
“uses the occasion of women’s enforced change of role to stress the belief that war is a 
male-conceived activity, an aberration from all things natural” (Khan 85). The war 
becomes ultimate sacrifice of all things sacred. It makes all parts of society complicit in 
its destruction.  
In Mary Agnes Hamilton’s novel Dead Yesterday, she describes the ways in 
which war overcame every aspect of women’s lives. She writes:  
Social life ceased: men disappeared into training in remote parts of the country—to 
Egypt, India, and the Persian Gulf. Women were absorbed in multifarious organizations. 
Every activity, from knitting to the making of shells, was dominated by a single hideous 
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purpose. Artists stared at ruin and hastened, where they could, to enlist. The intellectuals 
bowed their heads and cried aloud that the muscle makes the man (Hamilton 273). 
 
This sentiment echoes the constraints of ‘Total War.’ Frivolity and social life disappear 
into the all-consuming war work for women and men alike. Some girls made wages in the 
factories while others knit as simple assistance to the war effort. The war took over 
conversations, dominating each activity.  
The war brought more meaningful work to women but similarly important 
questions on the nature of brutal fighting. It did let women participate in the effort even if 
they could not directly fight, giving a different meaning and character to their day-to-day 
lives. For women like Pope, this meant new roles in “War Girls,” but for others, like 
Collins, this meant women were granted a destructive power contrary to their very 
existence. The increased wages yielded excitement and new abilities, it allowed women 
to prove, as Mills points out, that women would do men’s work and do it well, but this 
came at the cost of normalcy and lives. Even if the women at home were doing well 
financially, they bore a strong emotional burden and would be faced with a new society 
after 1918.  
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Chapter 5: Mothers, Sisters, and Friends 
 The homefront separates the experience of war between the masculine and 
feminine; because men are in the line of fire, the rhetoric often emphasizes their 
experiences and neglects women’s. Men’s deaths and courageous deeds are opposed to 
what is considered the calmness of the homefront. Yet, these women still experienced the 
war, its catastrophes, air-raids, and pain. While some women benefitted from the increase 
in wages and new opportunities, others were missing and mourning loved ones. The 
mothers, sisters, and friends who were left at home had to cope with the helplessness of 
life away from the front. Within this category came emotive poetry and prose often about 
the pain and havoc that war creates. War was the experience of suffering, especially a 
particularly female kind of suffering that is demonstrated in women’s writing.  
Many mothers were faced with the immense heartbreak of watching their sons go 
off to war. With the loss of a generation of young men, aging women were trying to go 
on without the children they raised. Moreover, they were simultaneously protective of 
their children and helpless in the face of a global tragedy. The war took away the ability 
to mother; young men were shipped off to far away battlefields, letters took weeks to 
arrive, and the gap between the war experience and the civilians’ was so broad that, aside 
from the physical space, there was a mental divide between women and their children.  
Conversely, many women were also filled with pride for their sons. Mrs Berridge 
writes in a letter to the Morning Post: “Those gallant boys of whom we, their mothers, 
and, I venture to think, the whole British nation are justly proud… If my own son can 
best serve England at this juncture by giving his life for her, I would not lift one finger to 
bring him home” (Mrs Berridge 194). The gallantry of these young men survived, even if 
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they achieved heroism only by death. Mothers were proud to have raised the men 
defending the nation, especially at the beginning of the war where the horrors of trench 
warfare were still unknown. This also caused the intertwining of pride and grief: the loss 
of a son but the honor of saving one’s country. Many women thus willingly encouraged 
their sons to be rewarded with a similar sense of pride.  
Anna Durie, a Canadian poet who followed her son abroad and went so far as to 
smuggle his remains home, wrote with pride of her son’s deeds. In her poem, “At Home” 
she writes: 
Your grave shall be a shrine where children come 
To leave sweet-scented flowers; where men, being moved, 
Shall read, inscribed, your valiant deeds, and sum 
Them up and say, “This man a soldier proved.” 
Your pillow, blue with hyacinths in spring, 
Shall fill the air with fragrance, through the years; 
When lark and chirping birdlings are a-wing 
Women shall read your triumphs through their tears (Durie 20). 
 
Durie was extremely proud of her son, aware that even his loss benefitted the cause. To 
her, his legacy would live on, important to many in death. The line “This man a soldier 
proved” highlights the coupling of valiant deeds with death; proving oneself a soldier 
means he will be enshrined to highlight his wartime accomplishments. His resting place 
will be a pillow of sweet-smelling flowers, a peaceful final bed. And with the “lark and 
chirping birdlings”, a sense of joyous spring, women will tearfully read about his deeds, 
joy and sadness permanently surrounding his grave. Durie makes her son more than a 
man but a soldier that history will not forget.   
 In another poem, “Requiem”, Durie writes,  
If you would make a carven stone for me,  
Grave me as one low-lying form in the dust 
Before a soldier form, erect and full 
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Of pride… (Durie 28).  
 
Durie does not see herself or other women worthy of her son’s deeds; she lies low in the 
dust, beneath the esteemed, god-like soldier. Durie’s support and encouragement of her 
son, even in death, exemplifies the war effort and national pride in sacrificing a son. 
While she lies “in the dust”, the soldier stands “erect and full of pride.” The soldiers 
grave again becomes a permanent shrine to gallantry, standing above the unworthy 
masses. To Durie, when soldiers die in war, they become similar to the heroes of ancient 
tragedy, inspirational and untouchable. 
The poem “The Two Mothers” by Matilda Betham-Edwards takes a similar tone 
to Durie’s. Betham-Edwards writes, “Poor women, weeping as they pass, / Yon brave 
recruits, the nation’s pride, / You mourn some gallant boys, alas” (Betham-Edwards 194). 
There is ongoing national pride and mourning for the nation’s young men. Women, 
overcome with emotion, weep when “the nation’s pride” pass. These are “poor women” 
with “gallant boys”, a clear distinction between the male role as a soldier and women 
suffering with grief. Betham-Edwards also highlights the difference between the two 
kinds of mother in the nation, one who sacrifices a child and the other who did not: 
Kind stranger, not for soldier son, 
Of shame, not grief, my heart will break, 
Three stalwarts have I, but not one 
Doth risk his life for England’s sake (Betham-Edwards 194). 
 
Other women’s hearts break from loss, but this woman is distraught from her three sons’ 
lack of contribution. This reiterates the sentiment to have a son die in war is better than to 
have one abstain from fighting. This woman says her heart will break “Of shame, not 
grief”, bearing strong sons who do not risk their lives in the war. She cannot participate in 
the national effort, feeling separated from the emotion of the masses.  
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 Another Canadian, Katherine Hale, writes about the plight of mothers in a 
different way, highlighting the need to put on a mask of pride in the painful 
circumstances. She seems to offer that excessive pride is the best way to cope with the 
death of a child. In her poem “The Hearts of Mothers” she writes, “The hearts of mothers 
are hid things/ In these days of woe” (Hale 105). Mothers must mask their heart and true 
feelings in the interest of their country and sons. This weakness in the hearts of women 
resembles men on the battlefield, hiding their fear for the country.  
May Herschel-Clark expresses a similar sentiment in the poem “The Mother.” She 
writes:  
And think, my son, with eyes grown clear and dry 
She lives as though for ever in your sight, 
Loving the things you loved, with heart aglow 
For country, honour, truth, traditions high, -- 
Proud that you paid their price. (And if some night 
Her heart should break – well, lad, you will not know.) (Clark 242) 
 
The mother has a duty to carry the legacy of her son. This legacy represents more than 
him but the country as a whole and its values. The women must bear the burden of 
“country, honour, truth, tradition high”, while going on without their children. This 
mother is proud of her son for bringing these rights to the country, even if they’re paid for 
by his life. But mothers are not infallible. Her heart will continue to break while her son 
goes on not knowing. The mother bears a bigger burden.  
 Besides mothers, the sisters and friends of soldiers also stayed at home. This 
meant the loss of those closest to you; childhood companions now facing a very different 
future. These women experienced similar helplessness as well as a need to accept and do 
what they could for the cause. Many middle-class girls became nurses, sewed clothing, 
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and joined the YMCA. This was a way to cope with the loss of close personal bonds and 
companionship. Vera Brittain writes of her joining-up experience,  
So closely, at this stage, was active war-work of every type associated in the public mind 
with the patriotic impulse which sent men into the Army that I never dreamed, amid all 
my analytical speculations, of inquiring whether ‘joining-up’ would not be, for me, a 
mere emotional antidote involving no real sacrifice (Brittain 119). 
 
Doing anything to help the war effort was essential at the time, it was associated with the 
same “patriotic impulse” that was sending men to the Army. Women couldn’t fight but 
they could serve. Reflectively, Brittain believes she was naïve in joining; she believed it 
would pacify her thoughts on the war and feed the patriotic spirit. This romantic notion 
ignored the realities of war work and the terrors she would encounter. Active war work 
was a necessary and productive distraction, particularly for those compelled by the sense 
of loss of their siblings, friends, children, and lovers.  
 Rebecca West’s Return of The Soldier deals with a friendship too: the narrator, 
Jenny, sees her cousin off to war and witnesses his broken return. When he is gone, she 
constantly worries, “By nights I saw Chris running across the brown rottenness of No-
Man’s-Land, starting back here because he trod upon a hand, not even looking there 
because of the awfulness of an unburied head, and not till my dream was packed full of 
horror did I see him pitch forward on his knees as he reached safety, if it was that” (West 
3). Jenny is continually haunted by dreams of the front; each brings horrors of limbs torn 
from bodies and “brown rottenness.” This is relevant to the sense of helplessness present 
on the homefront—in her dreams she cannot escape the horrors her cousin, Chris, may 
witness, and in the daytime she desperately awaits his return. This frightening speculation 
was further fed by the war films Jenny describes (which depicted pieces of the gruesome 
reality) and the men returning home without body parts.  
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Later on, Jenny expresses her own powerlessness at helping her cousin or even 
connecting to him: “I was now utterly cut off from Chris… Now I was too busy 
reassuring him by showing a steady, undistorted profile crowned by a neat, proud sweep 
of hair instead of the tear-darkened mask he always feared, ever to have enough vitality 
left over to enjoy his presence” (West 74-75). She loses her close bond because of the 
war’s damage to Chris’s mind. Jenny is forced to put on an act to comfort him; she no 
longer gets to be a loving friend. Chris is not just cut off from Jenny, but also the last 
fifteen years of his life which are caught up in his suppressed memories. Jenny’s previous 
manifestation of Chris is one that no longer exists. Throughout the novel, Jenny agonizes 
over her current reality. She is torn between missing the old Chris, lamenting his 
brokenness, and being thankful that his amnesia protected him from trauma and sadness. 
His forgetting helps him but is terrible for Jenny and his wife, Kitty. Jenny thinks, “Chris 
is wholly enclosed in his intentness on his chosen crystal. No one weeps for this 
shattering of our world” (West 78). In his delusion, Chris lives elsewhere while Jenny 
and Kitty suffer the trauma. Their world is wrecked in a way he (and anyone else) cannot 
see, they can’t mourn a still-living man. Because his injuries are not physical, the tragedy 
is contained only to those who observe more than his physical appearance.  
In Rose Macauley’s novel, Non-Combatants and Others, Alix the protagonist, lies 
in bed trying to cope with the horrors of the war going on around her. The narrator says 
of Alix’s mental state: “Staring into the dark she saw things happening across the seas: 
dreadful things, ugly, jarring, horrifying things. war—war—war. It pressed round her; 
there was no escape from it. Every one talked it, breathed it, lived in it” (Macauley 7). 
For many citizens, the war was all-encompassing and unshakable. The noncombatants 
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talk about it, breathe it for sustenance, and live constantly immersed in it. The war 
“presses” on Alix, while she tries to remain uncrushed. Alix’s brother (who later dies) 
and some of her friends go off to the war, leaving her with a lingering sense of 
powerlessness. She can only wait for news. When Alix is told her brother has been killed: 
“The horror rose and loomed over her, like a great wave towering, just going to break” 
(Macauley 29). Her reaction is a mixture of sadness, grief, horror, and anger. Just like the 
war pressing on her, the horror towers over her like a great wave, again threatening to 
crush her. She begins to scream that his death is a lie, thinking the War Office has made a 
mistake until she reads it over and begins to understand. Those around her also try to 
console her by saying his life ended in service to his country, thus it was not a waste; but 
the patriotic spirit is lost on Alix. Getting swept up in her sorrow, she thinks only of his 
youth.  
War takes a lot from Alix and others like her. Her brother dies, a childhood friend 
whom she loves is forever changed, she loses sleep and happiness, she continues to try to 
remain uncrushed. At one point, she talks to a friend who offers some insight:  
War’s beastly and abominable to the fighters: but not to be fighting is much more 
embittering and demoralizing, I believe. Probably largely because one has more time to 
think. To have one’s friends in danger, and not to be in danger oneself—it fills one with 
futile rage. Combatants are to be pitied; but non-combatants are of all men and women 
the most miserable (Macauley 61). 
 
Those left at home simmer and struggle with their rage. The war, those missing, the 
government who created the war—all enable suffering for noncombatants though they 
cannot participate.  War is “beastly” to the fighters but non-combatants are worse off. 
Their actions are futile. They worry and suffer, unable to draw on the adrenaline of 
fighters. Noncombatants live in a constant state of grief; soldiers live in the moment; their 
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aim is survival. Noncombatants then must cope with struggling to live in wartime while 
observing the pains of temporary or permanent loss.  
In this position, women were rapidly exhausted in war. Vera Brittain explains 
these effects on the homefront—they are tied to the struggle of allegiances. She writes:  
What exhausts women in wartime is not the strenuous and unfamiliar tasks that fall upon 
them, nor even the hourly dread of death for husbands or lovers or brothers or sons; it is 
the incessant conflict between personal and national claims which wears out their energy 
and breaks their spirit (Brittain 386). 
 
Whether a mother, sister, friend, or lover, the woman is caught between the claims of her 
country and those she loves. This constant divide exhausts her beyond belief; a woman 
must act for her family and for her country, two things which may conflict. Women are 
faced with new tasks, the dread of losing someone, and then feeling confused about grief 
that occurs when a loved one is lost. The country may call these deaths noble and valiant, 
but there is a difficult personal reckoning. Women were faced with questions on how to 
grieve in a patriotic way: to feel pity for their own situation and remember duty of the 
country’s men. Finally, they had to acknowledge their own helplessness.  
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Chapter 6: Lovers 
One of the hardest roles for women throughout the war was that of being the 
romantic partner to a soldier. To lose a boyfriend, fiancé, or husband during the war was 
a brutal reality for many young women and caused mental and emotional pain based on 
the brief meetings, parting, separation, love, death, and grief. In some ways, this was the 
female manifestation of the agony witnessed in the trenches. These women were 
simultaneously supportive and distressed. They led life in almost ceaseless waiting for a 
letter, telegram, brief leave, or notification of death in combat. Women at home also had 
to develop a sense of independence to a greater extent than before. Without husbands, 
they existed individually, even raising children without help. This was particularly tragic 
for those who got pregnant by a lover on leave during the war only to have that man die 
before they could be married. The war mothers carried disgrace and shame of illegitimate 
children alone, even as these were the children of the nation’s “heroes.” The children 
were the last true connection to their fathers for many of these women, a constant 
reminder of their grief. Finally, the mass casualties of the war created the “Surplus Two 
Million” women. These young women would remain unmarried because of the lack of 
available men to marry and the irrecoverable grief over past lovers who had died.  
Farewells were particularly difficult—sending a loved one off to the trenches 
couldn’t be taken lightly. In the moments before departure, many were forced to briefly 
forget the war in hopes of living in the moment, especially if the fleeting moments were 
the last. In the poem ‘Last Leave: 1918’ by Eileen Newton, she writes,  
The dusk grows deeper now, the flames are low: 
We do not heed the shadows, you and I, 
Nor fear the grey wings of encroaching gloom, 
So softly they enfold us. One last gleam 
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Flashes and flits, elusive as a dream (Newton 229). 
 
Refusing to heed the shadows meant grasping onto love even if it was “elusive as a 
dream.” Even as physical darkness and the darkness of the war surrounds them, the lovers 
experience “One last gleam.” Khan writes that lovers’ clinging is representative of “The 
feelings of women while the ominous threat of the imminent departure of their lovers 
hangs over them” (Khan 170). The man’s departure turns to memory, but one bright spot 
can be captured. Banishing future misery becomes essential—the darkness enfolds them 
softly, giving the pair precious last moments. Moreover, ignoring the encroaching gloom 
brightens the memories that flash and flit.  
Holding good, shining or gleaming love, is echoed in Edith Nesbit’s poem ‘Under 
the Shadow’:  
And in the broken, trampled foreign wood 
Is horror, and the terrible scent of blood, 
And love shines tremulous, like a drowning star, 
Under the shadow of the wings of war (Nesbit 230). 
 
War’s ever-present gloom hangs over every reaction. Both Nesbit and Newton describe 
the same darkness they’re becoming shrouded in. Love is a light that seems to overcome 
the motif of war’s wings. Love is a “drowning star” unable to be put out by any horror. It 
is the semblance of hope in wartime.   
 The trepidation at actual departure forced women to reckon with dramatic 
goodbyes that seemed endless. In the poem ‘Train’ by Helen Mackay she writes:  
She cannot bear it, keeping up so long: 
 and he, he no more tries to laugh at her. 
 He is going (Mackay 230). 
 
The moment of the goodbye rapidly forces joy away. This poem continues, often 
repeating, “God, make the train start!” The narrator pleads for the train to take away the 
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suffering of departure; she “cannot bear it”, being stoic for so long while reality dawns on 
her.  
Eleanor Farjeon contrasts Mackay’s thoughts in a poem about the need for 
permanence in the moments of goodbye. Her poem ‘Now That You Too’ calls to 
remember those last moments together: 
I must not strain the moments of our meeting 
Striving each look, each accent, not to miss, 
Or question of our parting and our greeting, 
Is this the last of all? is this – or this? 
 
Last sight of all it may be with these eyes, 
Last touch, last hearing, since eyes, hands, and ears, 
Even serving love, are our mortalities (Farjeon 233). 
 
Parting moments must be immortalized if they are the last meetings. Time will dull the 
memories of “each look, each accent” but one must strain to capture them. For Farjeon, 
things that serve love also serve mortality. Farjeon wants to prolong parting because of its 
risk. She emphasizes the word “Last”, agonizing over the permanence of death.  
Once departed, the horror of waiting and hearing about the war beat down on the 
women left behind. Janet Begbie writes in her poem ‘I Shouted For Blood’, “God’s ways 
are wonderful ways, brother, / And hard for your wife to read” (Begbie). This poem, 
fraught with the violent deeds of men in war, concludes with a reminder of the women at 
home. The wife witnesses the brutality from afar and must struggle to bear it alone.  
Conversely, for the soldiers on the front, wives also meant a home far away. Ellen 
Newbold LaMottee wrote in a short fiction piece entitled ‘Women and Wives’:  
There was much talk of home, and much of it was longing, and much of it was pathetic, 
and much of it was resigned. And always the little, ugly wives, the stupid, ordinary 
wives, represented home. And the words home and wife were interchangeable and stood 
for the same thing. And the glories and heroisms of war seemed of less interest, as a 
factor in life, than these stupid little wives (LaMottee 351). 
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Women were essential to the man’s heart. LaMottee describes men’s conversations with 
scorn, their women are the weakness of brave heroes. To her the wives are little, ugly, 
stupid, and ordinary, nothing to be bothered with. But for the soldiers, as she notes, these 
women define home. The glories and heroisms of war “seemed of less interest” but wives 
offered comfort. Later she writes, “So wives are forbidden, because lowering to the 
morale, but women are winked at, because they cheer and refresh the troops.” Women, 
particularly prostitutes, raise the morale because they are cheerleaders without the 
emotional heaviness of home. Wives are the double-edged sword; the reminder of home 
and love as well as the great sadness of war. Moreover, wives are the identity outside of 
being a soldier. 
One of the worst things that could happen during the war was the permanent loss 
of a lover which obliterated any hope for the future. When the soldier died, the woman at 
home were left reeling and trying to make sense of what had happened. The poem “When 
the Vision dies…” by May Wedderburn Cannan describes this profound loss: 
When the Vision dies in the dust of the market place, 
When the Light is dim, 
When you lift up your eyes and cannot behold his face, 
When your heart is far from him, 
 
Know this is your war; in this loneliest hour you ride 
Down the roads he knew; 
Through he comes no more at night he will kneel at your side 
For comfort to dream with you (Cannan 244). 
 
This “Vision” is of what could have been. An entire future was wiped out with each 
death, a woman left to carry-on alone. The fear of this destruction of their plans for life 
(beyond just the death of the soldier) haunted many women at home during the war. They 
eagerly waited for their lovers to return until a telegram created the “loneliest hour.” The 
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reality of the war for Cannan is “dim” and gloomy, when a man is lost the last glimmers 
disappear. Cannan equates this to a woman’s own war, she must go on “down the roads 
he knew”, to find comfort only in dreams. The figurative ghost of the man is the only 
thing left for a woman in this moment.  
Vera Brittain includes Cannan’s poem in her autobiography, Testament of Youth. 
She even names the first chapter of the events after her fiancé, Roland’s death “When the 
Vision dies…” To Brittain, the loss was so profound she thought she’d never marry or 
even experience happiness again. After Roland’s death she goes through life a shell of 
her former self. She includes her poem “Perhaps” at the beginning of this chapter which 
has a similar tone to Cannan’s. The poem begins: “Perhaps some day the sun will shine 
again” (Brittain 213). Like Cannan’s Vision, the future is uncertain, happiness now only a 
“perhaps.” Throughout the poem she longs for “golden meadows” and that the “summer 
woods will shimmer bright”, things lost since Roland, referred to as “You”, was killed. 
Brittain’s concluding stanza is: 
But though kind Time may many joys renew, 
There is one greatest joy I shall not know 
Again, because my heart for loss of You 
Was broken, long ago (Brittain 213). 
 
There is a brief hope in this poem. Joys may be renewed, but her greatest one is gone. 
Her heart is irrevocably broken by this loss. Her “Vision” and “greatest joy” she will 
never know and thus the future must be re-imagined. Khan writes on Brittain and 
Cannan’s memories: “[They] are reminders of the fact that, though they have been lucky 
enough to have found a new love, this could never replace the lovers they lost” (Khan 
167).   
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The significance of how women like Brittain and Cannan’s lives were enduringly 
warped is echoed in Brittain’s poem ‘Roundel’: 
 I shall spend brief and idle hours beside 
 The many lesser loves that still remain, 
 But find in none my triumph and my pride. (Because You Died 41) 
 
Other loves forever pale in comparison. Hours spent with “lesser loves” are “brief and 
idle” due to the strength of her first love and the trauma surrounding his loss. This is not 
simply lost young love but love that was ripped away by the war’s cruelty. 
 For years following Roland’s death, Brittain struggled with understanding the 
point of such mass loss of life and youth. In Testament of Youth, she writes: “Dearest, 
why did you, why did you? Hardest of all to bear, perhaps, was the silence which must 
for ever repudiate that final question” (Brittain 217). She describes this questioning as 
“cruel and baffling” for the dead cannot speak and even endless questioning will never 
give her answers. What’s more is whether answers would serve any further purpose: 
closure was impossible but so was complete inner-peace, as pointed out by Brittain’s and 
Cannan’s poetry.   
 Brittain frequently highlights the “before and after” of the war. She goes from the 
sweetness of youth to the bitterness of loss. In her poem ‘May Morning’ she begins: 
The rising sun shone warmly on the tower; 
Into the clear pure heaven the hymn aspired, 
Piercingly sweet. This was the morning hour 
When life awoke with spring’s creative power, 
And the old city’s grey to gold was fired (Brittain 241). 
 
The opening is laced with hope and youth, Oxford’s tradition a shining ethereal 
experience. The imagery is warm, the hymn easily rises from Magdalen tower to “clear 
pure heaven,” the song “piercingly sweet.” The moment she describes is focused on the 
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triumph of spring, life “awoke” and the city turned from “grey to gold” in its magic. She 
concludes this stanza with the lines, “I thought that spring must last for evermore, / For I 
was young and loved, and it was May.” A following May after the war is different: 
I walk in ways where pain and sorrow dwell, 
And ruin such as only war can bring, 
Where each lives through his individual hell, 
Fraught with remembered horror none can tell, 
And no more is there glory in the spring. 
 
Ceremony has lost its shine, the glory of Oxford spring cannot surpass the war which has 
brought “ruin”, “sorrow”, and “pain.” War creates an “individual hell” that everyone 
must suffer but “none can tell.” She writes, “Hope has forsaken me, by death removed”, 
love is crushed by chance. The end of the poem is bleak in tone, she wonders if she “ever 
shall recapture, once again, / The mood of that May Morning, long ago.” Life now 
haunted, the mood of joy impossible to recapture, not only for Brittain she writes, “but 
for all my generation” (Brittain 242). 
 Some women failed to ever accept their losses, the memories too strong and 
unyielding. This reaction is exemplified in the poem “The Wind on the Downs’ by 
Marian Allen: 
I like to think of you as brown and tall, 
As strong and living as you used to be, 
In khaki tunic, Sam Browne belt and all 
And standing there and laughing down at me, 
Because they tell me, dear, that you are dead, 
Because I can no longer see your face. 
You have not died, it is not true, instead 
You seek adventure in some other place. 
   … 
How should you leave me, having loved me so? 
  … 
It seemed impossible that you should die; 
I think of you the same and always shall (Allen 241). 
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Her lover is still tangible, frozen in time she thinks of him as he was. She refuses to 
accept him as dead, simply on another adventure. Her denial provides greater solace than 
the truth. Like other poets, Allen highlights how a love is lost but never forgotten. She 
briefly accuses her lover of leaving despite how much he loved her. She does not want to 
accept her now shattered and stolen young life.   
 The stolen futures also shattered all plans of motherhood and marriage, women’s 
traditional roles. Khan writes, “By far the most crushing of the blows which war dealt to 
women was the barren, sterile existence enforced upon thousands of them through the 
loss of more than half a million of the men” (Khan 174). Many unmarried, childless 
women who lost their lover, fiancé, or husbands, were doomed to spend the rest of their 
still young lives alone. There was also an economic gap when women were forced out of 
jobs at the end of the war to make room for veterans. Without marital financial support or 
jobs of their own, these women struggled to make a living. The remaining system still 
favored marriage as a woman’s primary career. Frances Hallowes wrote in Women and 
War, “And are not women crucified by war! How many women are there who can never 
marry because their potential husbands have been killed off! How many can never 
become mothers because the potential fathers have been slain” (Hallowes 5). Women 
were brutally victimized by the war too. They picked up the shattered pieces the dead had 
left and lived on in pain. Moreover, society looked down on women without husbands 
and children without fathers, something the war couldn’t help but create.  
 The many war deaths left a vacuum. Women wanted income, husbands, fathers, 
and companionship; for many, this dream became increasingly difficult. In the poem 
“The Superfluous Woman’, Vera Brittain questions, “But who will look for my 
  
47 
coming?”, “But who will seek me at nightfall?”, “But who will give me my children?” 
These questions define the women of her generation. In a society that makes marriage 
and motherhood the most important things in a woman’s life, how is she to cope if both 
become impossible dreams? Everything that once was assured becomes a question. 
Brittain wrote that the poem, “represented the last bitter protest against the non-
fulfillment of one part of my human potentialities to which the war appeared to have 
condemned me and so many other women whose natural completion had been frustrated 
by the withering frost of grief and loss” (Brittain 532). In its composition, she had 
resigned to never being married, believing she would be forever unfulfilled. To women, 
war was a condemning force that tore apart their conception of human experience—
making them feel as if their potential was stolen. 
 Katharine Tynan’s poem ‘The Vestal’ compares the experiences of women with 
that of the dead men. Tynan writes,  
She lives unwedded, —as for him, 
He sleeps too sound for any fret 
At their lost kisses, or the dream 
Of the poor girl he never met (Tynan 28). 
 
The woman lives while the man sleeps underground. In living, she must “fret” and 
“dream” of the boy she never met while he, dead, is unconcerned with matters in the 
physical world. Khan writes, “Implicit in [this] last stanza is the relative ‘peacefulness’ of 
the dead and the lifelong torment of the woman; a suggestion which reinforces the claim 
that the effects of war on women at times warped their existence forever” (Khan 176). 
The dead do not experience loss; the people left behind do. Tynan’s poem discusses what 
the war crushed. The unfairness of the woman’s new reality resounds throughout the 
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poem and, more broadly, much of female society. Those left alive can dream of what they 
could’ve had, had the war not dashed all of their hopes.  
 Constance Ada Renshaw offers a similar sentiment in ‘Ballad of the Unborn’: 
The Dead are happy, for Death opes 
The vasts their souls had willed. 
But a phantom fledgling gropes 
To virgin hearts unthrilled. 
... Dear God! the tender mother-hopes 
That will not be fulfilled! 
They rest, who poured the vintage bright 
On many a Flanders sod, 
  … 
… But childless women weep at night, 
Who gave their all to God (qtd. In Khan 177). 
 
The living (particularly women) will be tortured by these events for the rest of their lives 
whilst the dead heroes lie at peace. The dead “are happy” and “they rest”, the hopes “that 
will not be fulfilled” completely unknown to them. In contrast, with little access to 
purpose in other fields, many women’s greatest purpose (mother and wifedom) is gone. 
The “childless women weep at night” their “all” being the men given to God. In some 
ways, this loss hints at the idea that women make a greater sacrifice than those who died 
because they must go on knowing what they lost. The pathos of these poems represents 
the overpowering sense of loss in the post-war years (which will be discussed later) and 
the new shoes that women had to fill.  
 There were also women who got pregnant by lovers or fiancés who died before 
they were married. In the Children of No Man’s Land by G. B. Stern, the character Nell 
becomes pregnant. She relays this to her friend, Gillian, who says:  
I may have said that where marriage is impossible, but it’s better to do the other thing 
than to brood and mope ... but in your case marriage is possible; possible natural and 
inevitable. Especially now… There’s no earthly or heavenly reason, young Nell, why you 
and Timothy should put yourselves to the inconvenience of being not married and you’re 
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jolly well going to be shoved through the ceremony the very first moment he can wrangle 
leave and come back (Stern 144). 
 
Nell replies that Timothy won’t come back, he was killed. This means that Nell would 
raise a bastard, shameful in the eyes of society, but the child was also the only remnant of 
her dead lover. Her friend is initially casual, stressing the importance of marriage when it 
“is possible.” If Timothy was still living it’s only a momentary “inconvenience” but 
because of his death it becomes a huge wartime burden. Many women sought abortions 
in this predicament, hoping to avoid the scorn of raising a fatherless baby, but that also 
meant terminating the last living attachment to the slain father.  
The poem ‘War Mothers’ by Ella Wheeler Wilcox also addresses this issue, 
describing the horror and murderousness of war contrasted with single motherhood 
without wifehood. Wilcox writes: 
We fought our battles, too, but with the tide 
Of our red blood, we gave the world new lives. 
Because we were not wives 
We are dishonored. Is it noble, then,  
To break God’s laws only by killing men 
To save one’s country from destruction? 
We took no man’s life but gave our chastity, 
And sinned the ancient sin 
To plant young trees and fill felled forests in. 
 
Oh, clergy of the land, 
Bible in hand, 
All reverently you stand, 
 On holy thoughts intent 
 While barren wives receive the sacrament! 
Had you the open visions you could see 
 Phantoms of infants murdered in the womb, 
 Who never knew cradle or a tomb, 
Hovering about these wives accusingly. 
 
Bestow the sacrament! Their sins are not well known— 
Ours to the four winds of the earth are blown (Wilcox). 
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Wilcox asks for acquittal because of the hypocrisy of the church and society’s stance. 
Acts of war are brutal and unchristian (“To break God’s laws only by killing men”), yet 
those sins are not dishonorable. The sin of breaking chastity, “the ancient sin,” is held to 
its original standard. She also comments on the sins of “barren wives” whose infants 
“murdered in the womb” hover “about these wives accusingly”, but because their sin is 
not on display, they do not atone. War babies were a great scandal of the time, capturing 
the imaginations of many and inciting rumors. At the same time, they were the children 
of the heroes: a combination of glory and the “sin” of their parents.  
 Many women who loved soldiers suffered greatly in the war’s aftermath. The 
intensity of young love, when coupled with grief, was a brutal shock that came with the 
war. Moreover, for the women who lost love and those who never found it in the pre-war 
days, the expectation of life was completely uprooted and replaced with an unfair reality. 
While the dead slept, these women were left without companionship, many dying 
unmarried and without children. Worse, there were the women who had fatherless war 
babies, rejected by society because the father of their children was struck down before 
they could wed. The mass suffering of the affected women forced them to redefine the 
essential parts of womanhood and reshape a future with the bleakness of lost love.  
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Chapter 7: Important Changes and Movements 
 While women were coping with the absence of men and their deaths, there was 
also the development of new political movements that engaged women. Patriotism, 
suffrage, pacifism, and socialism all gained popularity during the war; women became 
the outspoken faces of various movements. Through these movements women gained 
more importance in political society, giving them duties beyond that of wife and mother.  
 From early on in the war, patriotism guided all nations involved. In some of the 
colonies (where the brutality and costs of the war remained less obvious), patriotism 
stayed strong throughout the four years, expressed in a great deal of positive war poetry. 
The war was presented as an honorable cause, worth the sacrifice. This allowed it to 
retain some of the Victorian values of patriotism and racial purity. Patriotism depended 
on the depiction of Britain and her colonies as an endangered female that needed to be 
defended. When America entered the war, Americans appeared as the saviors that would 
help stop the horrors. Moreover, while some patriotic movements were opposed to 
women’s movements like suffrage, patriotism was often firmly rooted in older values.  
Some of the war enthusiasm was due to the fact the war was exalted as “a war to 
end all wars.” Flora Thompson wrote, “After long years of lethargy, our country was 
once more about to assert her authority as one of the greatest, some said THE greatest of 
world powers. We had been too modest, too lenient, they said, and see what had come of 
it; now, once for all, we must give such small upstarts a lesson… It was really a war to 
prevent future wars” (Thompson 44).  Many believed that this noble fight would wipe 
war off earth. Society had become “lethargic” and need to atone by reasserting 
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“authority” as a world power. It became Britain’s time to defend all of her values as 
“THE greatest” world power. 
Some women envied the fact that men could die for the King and country. In the 
poem ‘Many Sisters to Many Brothers,’ Rose Macauley describes the discrepancy 
between the great deeds of men and what women were allowed to do. She writes about 
playing soldiers in early childhood in which boys and girls played equally., “With 
soldiers spread in troops on the floor, / I shot straight as you, my losses were as few” 
(“Many Sisters to Many Brothers” 88). As they grew older, women were no longer 
allowed to act the same as the boys instead they sent well-wishes, “Well, here’s luck, my 
dear—and you’ve got it, no fear;/ But for me… a war is poor fun.” Supporting and 
rallying the troops became the women’s role. These tasks lacked the glory that men could 
achieve.   
Women’s place on the homefront seemed crucial to many—they were meant to 
cheer on the gallant boys. The poem ‘Joining the Colours’ by Katherine Tynan captures 
the excitement of the war, reminding the readers of the boys’ courage and sacrifice: 
High heart! High courage! The poor girls they kissed 
Run with them: they shall kiss no more, alas! 
Out of the mist they stepped – into the mist 
Singing they pass (Tynan 188). 
 
This poem indicates while encouraging courage and the gaiety of the departing soldiers, 
these boys will never return. Many men were still very young when they joined up, 
leaving behind their youth, “Run with them: they shall kiss no more, alas”, the times of 
kissing girls become fleeting. These men are going into “the mist” which, while they may 
be physically there, demonstrates the secrecy surrounding war for women. Men 
disappeared into this looming mist.   
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Jessie Pope wrote enthusiastic propaganda poetry. Her poem, ‘The Call’ 
aggressively questions men’s masculinity and duty in order to encourage them to join up. 
She writes: 
Who’s for the trench- 
Are you, my laddie? 
Who’ll follow French- 
Will you, my laddie? 
Who’s fretting to begin, 
Who’s going to win?  
And who wants to save his skin,  
Do you, my laddie? 
… 
Who’ll earn the Empire’s thanks- 
Will you, my laddie? 
Who’ll swell the victor’s ranks- 
Will you, my laddie? 
When that procession comes, 
Banners and rolling drums – 
Who’ll stand and bite his thumbs- 
Will you, my laddie? (Pope 195). 
 
Pope often attempted to stir up patriotic sentiment with her poems—making war the 
dignified cause for mass participation. The final stanza reflects the glories to be won in 
war versus the shame of standing and biting one’s thumb. Clair Buck writes, “The 
speaker’s peculiar authority to shame the reluctant young man derives from women’s 
special place in the home, the metonymy for the nation, with moral and spiritual 
influence on men” (Buck 90). Patriotic poetry is easily developed into propaganda as 
women put pressure on men to enlist. Pope’s patriotic efforts offended Wilfred Owen to 
the point that he originally dedicated ‘Dulce et Decorum Est’ to her. He did so as a 
sarcastic reminder that war was far more gruesome than the cheerful and glorious 
emotions she evokes in her poetry. Pope was very chauvinistic throughout the war, 
celebrating British pluck regardless of events.  
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 Other poems also made the point of appealing to masculinity’s entrenchment 
within war. “Challenge” by Canadian poet, Helena Coleman begins: 
Soldier, by thy blade to-night 
Keen and hungry, ruthless, bright; 
Be thy strong right arm unsparing, 
Swift to do thy spirit’s daring; 
Let the God within thee waken, 
Lead thee onward to thy height, 
Let no citadel be taken 
In thy hidden self to-night, 
But with soul resolved, unshaken, 
Trust the larger faith and fight (Coleman 47). 
 
Addressing the soldier, Coleman reflects on traditional chivalric values. This poem also 
ties the “challenge” of war to Christianity, awakening God to lead the soldier on and 
protect his soul. In her poem “Marching Men,” she writes, “Pride of country, pride of 
race, / Glowing in each ruddy face.” Patriotic verse highlights soldier’s efforts as 
contributing to something bigger than themselves, the nation and her colonies.  
 Poets made the point to celebrate the British Empire, especially as one small 
island that should serve as an example for the world. In Beatrix Brice Miller’s poem ‘To 
The Vanguard’ she writes,  
O little Force that in your agony 
Stood fast while England girt her armour on, 
Held high our honour in your wounded hands, 
Carried our honour safe with bleeding feet – 
We have no glory great enough for you, 
The very soul of Britain keeps your day! (Miller 207) 
 
Miller alludes to the British Expeditionary Force that was rushed to France at the 
outbreak of war to resist invading Germany. This was a mighty task for a small group and 
exemplary of British pluck. The soldiers had to hold the entire nation in their “wounded 
hands” with “bleeding feet” to attain the greatest glory of the nation. She says the “very 
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soul of Britain” was sustained by these men. The “little force” that “stood fast”, holding 
her honour even in “wounded hands.” Their actions are described as monumental.  
 The ideals and importance of the war was also present in prose work, pamphlets 
and journalism. The campaign for suffrage was also prevalent. Sometimes it was manifest 
in patriotism, other times in pacifism (In Britain, women gained full suffrage in 1928, in 
New Zealand and Australia the late 1800s, Canada in 1916, and America in 1920). For 
England, the entire Pankhurst family became prominent fighters for suffrage during the 
war. While Christabel and Emmeline tied patriotism to suffrage, Sylvia, Christabel’s 
sister thought the woman’s plight related to pacifism. David Mitchell writes that women 
rightly believed: “By doing their bit for the nation in time of crisis, they could prove 
beyond all question the justice of the claim to full citizenship” (Mitchell. Preface). And 
thus, on each side, women’s voices became important in the war conversation and effort.  
Christabel Pankhurst’s piece, “Women and the War” discusses the importance of 
women doing their part for national unity and love of country. Pankhurst writes,  
But we are not only fighting for Belgium. We are not only fighting for France. Do not let 
us lay too much stress on those two ideals; we are fighting for our own sake, for our own 
safety. We are fighting for our own existence as a nation, as an Empire- and that in truth 
is the main root and cause of the war (C. Pankhurst 74). 
 
Like some war poets, Pankhurst reflects on how the war saves the nation and Empire. 
Fighting saves Britain from the Germans and protects smaller, more vulnerable nations. 
Pankhurst also ties this to English feminine identity, writing, “It is English-speaking 
countries, it is under the British flag and under the Stars and Stripes, that women’s liberty 
is greater, that women’s position is higher, that women’s influence and political rights are 
more extended than in any other part of the world” (C. Pankhurst 75). In her work, 
patriotism, national identity, and women’s rights all depended on each other. For 
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Pankhurst, being British meant the necessity to set a precedent for the rest of the world in 
enfranchising and empowering women. Moreover, for her and many other women, 
contributing to the war-effort could earn them fuller rights to citizenship—
enfranchisement.  
Christabel’s mother, Emmeline, was also an avid war supporter, believing 
similarly in the relationship between the war and womanhood. In “War Until the 
Victory!” she writes, “The soldiers, we know, will do their part. It is for women on the 
Home Front to do their share in upholding the national courage and to stimulate the 
national determination to provide our armies with the munitions to carry us to victory” 
(E. Pankhurst 91). In wartime, all must “do their part” to contribute to national pride and 
sentiment. For the women at home, they must “uphold” courage and determination, 
becoming a driving force. Women felt the responsibility of not only holding the nation 
together at home and being caregivers, but also building munitions and encouraging 
contribution.  
 Even sacrificing one’s own children was a source of pride; it allowed parents to 
“give back” to the nation. In The Tree From Heaven, May Sinclair writes,  
They were both proud of Michael and Nicholas and John, not because they were their 
sons, but because they were men who could fight for England. They found that they 
loved England with a secret, religious, instinctive love… They loved England more than 
their own life or the lives of their children (Sinclair 89). 
 
The love of country generated the ultimate sacrifice, children meant “men who could 
fight for England.” These citizens love England with “religious” and “instinctive” 
tendency, as if was integral to their being. This love was stronger than “their own life and 
the lives of their children” which instilled the need to give back by sacrificing sons. 
Young men were the nation’s children rather than belonging to individual parents.   
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 As the war became more horrific, pacifist movements became stronger. The war’s 
destruction was realized gradually and its effects on the younger generation became more 
visible. Many at home spoke up against the war, undermining national courage and pride 
to affirm the atrocities of war. Furthermore, Margaret R. Higonnet explains that “When 
men who were active in the socialist and pacifist movements were called up to serve in 
the military, women carried those movements forward” (Higonnet Introduction). It 
became the woman’s duty to push forward the movements of the time at home and use 
her voice to call public attention to the war’s atrocities. Cora Harris, an American, wrote 
an essay called “Women of England and Women of France”, in which she discussed the 
damage wars cause: 
All wars are waged against women and children… This is the fallacy of patriotism: It 
places the ambition of war lords, the cupidity of national governments and the love for 
country above the love of a man for his wife and children. The land on which a nation 
lives is not sacred. It is the nation that is sacred, and the arts and institutions and virtues 
which uphold it. These are the very things war destroys in the name of patriotism, and for 
the restoring of which the broken and impoverished people must be enormously taxed 
(Harris 113). 
 
This sentiment is reflected in much of the anti-war literature; war hurts women the most 
and it must be stopped. Patriotism was a fallacy created by governments to serve their 
ends. A technique of pacifism was mobilizing women against the war by contrasting it 
with the maternal instinct and massacring of their children. Women sacrifice the most in 
wars while sitting at home afraid. Moreover, the things that make a nation “sacred”, arts, 
institutions, and virtues, are endangered in war.  
 Sylvia Pankhurst, unlike her mother and sister, was extremely opposed to the war. 
Her piece, “The Women’s Peace Conference”, mentions the miseries of trench warfare 
and “war as a product of capitalist imperialism and its secret diplomacy” citing the 
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socialist and suffragette desire for a peace. Furthermore, Pankhurst discusses women of 
all nations coming together for pacifism rather than nationalistic patriotism.  
Jane Addams, an American friend of Pankhurst (and a very prominent, popular 
figure), wrote a piece called “The War Conscience” which discusses the disparity 
between national duty and the duty to one’s children— something many mothers 
struggled with at the time. Addams reflects on conversations with women over a divided 
conscience, particularly when grieving for a child who died in the war. One woman told 
her: 
Certainly women in every country, who are now under a profound imperative to preserve 
human life, have a right to regard this maternal impulse as important as was the 
compelling instinct evidenced by primitive women, when they made the first crude 
beginnings of society by refusing to share the vagrant life of man because they insisted 
upon a fixed abode in which they might cherish their children (Addams 107). 
 
The femininity thus opposed war because it took away life and society, things essential to 
women’s existence. The maternal impulse, at odds with a country’s militaristic one, 
values son’s lives over duty to the country. Later in this piece, Addams writes of the 
“unalterable cleavage between militarism and feminism” saying that, “It would be absurd 
for women to even suggest equal rights in a world governed solely by physical force, and 
feminism must necessarily assert the ultimate supremacy of moral agencies. Inevitably, 
the two are in eternal opposition.” Thus, women’s rights were directly tied to a world 
without war, women’s politics asserting moral supremacy over force.   
 Catherine Marshall also wrote an essay called “Women and War” which discusses 
the feminine responsibility within pacifism. In this she outlines women’s responsibility 
for ending the war: 
For war, to women, is pre-eminently an outrage on motherhood and all that motherhood 
means; the destruction of life and the breaking up of homes is the undoing of women’s 
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work as life-givers and home-makers. But in former great wars there was not an 
organized women’s movement to give expression to the passion of horror in the women’s 
hearts, to be fired by it to cooperative action. Today there is such a women’s movement, 
organized, articulate in almost all the belligerent and most of the neutral countries. And I 
believe the great call to the women’s movement, if we have ears to hear and courage and 
faith and love enough to respond to it, is that we should face and visualize the full horrors 
of war, accepting our share of responsibility as those who might have helped, had we 
cared enough to save the world from this tragedy (Marshall 111) 
 
This piece again addresses sentiment that war and motherhood are directly at arms. 
Women suffer from the horrors of war and have the duty to respond through the women’s 
movement, protesting the horrors so reprehensible to what was perceived as a woman’s 
duty of motherhood. The war provides women the opportunity to mobilize politically and 
save lives. Women have a duty to stop the war the way men have been encouraged to 
fight. To Marshall, war is defined by the horrors it reaps. This war should be a ‘war to 
end all wars’ in the sense that no sacrifice is to be made in vain and future wars shall 
cease.  
 There was also a great deal of poetry that focused on the horrors of war in order to 
increase the antiwar sentiment. The poem ‘War’ by Grace Tollemache makes war a 
harbinger of destruction and suffering for humanity and the earth: 
O devastating, desolating war, 
 What dirges follow thee! what dearth 
And blackened ruin, where thou goest, mar 
 The goodly pleasantness of Earth! (qtd in Khan pg 35) 
 
The war creates “blackened ruin” that only mars Earth and kills youth. “Dirges” and 
“dirth” are intrinsically tied to destructive war. An earth marred by war is almost 
unlivable, the stains on nature too great.  
 Women and war had a complex relationship. Unlike the clear progression from 
idealistic youthfulness and national pride to disgust and disenchantment we see with male 
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poets (Brooke to Sassoon and Owen), women’s relationship with the war fluctuates. 
There were pro-war patriots, anti-militant pacifists, and suffragettes on both sides 
throughout the war. Female patriotic chauvinists like Pope continued to write throughout 
the war just as anti-war suffragettes like Sylvia Pankhurst and others continued to tie 
pacifism to feminism and the life-giving ability of women. Some, like Christabel and 
Emmeline Pankhurst, saw the war as important to solidifying women’s role in politics 
and promoting their enfranchisement. To others, pacifism was the only way women could 
approach the war; it sought to destroy life and force them to sacrifice the lives they made. 
Regardless, the war was deeply entrenched in the political identities of women and the 
relationships around them—femininity defined in multiple ways by its relation to the war. 
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Chapter 8: Wartime Sentiments 
 As discussed above, the progression of wartime sentiment for women was not as 
straightforward as for men. The male experience is outlined by the progression from 
Brooke to Owen and Sassoon; youthful exuberance and enchantment to disillusionment 
and exposure to the great horrors of senseless war. Because many women remained on 
the homefront throughout the war, their sentiment did not change in the same way; 
instead some women remained patriotic till the end while others felt thorough 
disenchantment due to loss. Moreover, those who did volunteer as nurses or ambulance 
drivers would often experience something similar to their male counterparts. There was a 
gap between emotions and experiences of those at home versus experiences abroad.  
In many cases, the outbreak of war was met with patriotism by male and female 
writers. England and her colonies saw themselves as the protectors of small, abused 
Belgium, defending against the vicious “huns.” That being said, there were also many 
women who immediately recognized the destruction war would bring and objected early 
on. As the war’s horrors grew, many other women adapted their thoughts on the war. 
After sons or lovers were lost or women experienced the front themselves, it was hard to 
stay optimistic and chauvinistic. By the end of the war, there was so much heartbreak and 
devastation that it was hard to have a positive outlook going into a confusing and new 
world. 
 In 1914, many people thought the war would be over by Christmas, convinced 
that prolonged tragedy was impossible. Vera Brittain wrote, “To me and my 
contemporaries, with our cheerful confidence in the benignity of fate, war was something 
remote, unimaginable, its monstrous destructions and distresses safely shut up, like the 
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Black Death and the Great Fire [of London], between the covers of history books” 
(Brittain 79). War was a distant idea, the tragedies now associated with it still unreal. 
Moreover, in 1914 Brittain was starting at Oxford and in this jubilant time it was hard for 
her to imagine impending worldwide catastrophe. Many women had no reason to be 
concerned, they would not be drafted, nor did they think the war could touch their lives. 
Gradually, emotions turned to disillusionment as people struggled with the reality of war. 
Brittain recounts: “The war, we decided, came hardest of all upon us who were young. 
The middle-aged and the old had known their period of joy, whereas upon us catastrophe 
had descended just in time to deprive us of that youthful happiness to which we had 
believed ourselves entitled” (Brittain 108). As Christmastime came and went, the war 
became a larger reality, many started to realize how it would reshape history, taking away 
those they loved the most.  
 Christabel Pankhurst realized this imminent destruction from the start, writing 
“The War” in The Suffragette to express her outrage about the failure of patriarchal 
society:  
As I write a dreadful war-cloud seems about to burst and deluge the peoples of Europe 
with fire, slaughter, ruin—this then is the World as men have made it, life as men have 
ordered it. A man-made civilization, hideous and cruel enough in time of peace, is to be 
destroyed. A civilization made by men only is a civilization which defies the law of 
nature, which defies the law of right Government. This great war, whether it comes now, 
or by some miracle is deferred till later, is Nature’s vengeance—is God’s vengeance upon 
people who held women in subjection, and by doing that have destroyed the perfect 
human balance (C. Pankhurst 15). 
 
Pankhurst was outraged by society’s corruption and subjugation of women. The war was 
“Nature’s vengeance” for the civilization she deemed corrupt. As Angela K. Smith 
writes, “In those early days, perhaps before the extent of the danger became clear, the war 
provided a useful weapon with which to attack the male government” (A. Smith 11). To 
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women like Pankhurst, the war was evidence of societal failing and a needed reckoning. 
She recognizes the horrors the war will bring and yet believes it necessary. Moreover, 
this would allow women to rebuild post-war society; women must save the race, 
Pankhurst says, because only by their freedom can humanity succeed.  
 Another suffragette, Emmeline Pethick-Lawrence, dedicated herself to peace. 
Like Pankhurst, she saw women as the only hope of salvation. To her “War is absolutely 
destructive” and “War cannot end war, neither can militarism destroy militarism.” The 
war would be a tragic cycle of destruction. She writes:  
The bed-rock of humanity is motherhood. The solidarity of the world’s motherhood, 
potential or otherwise, underlies all cleavages of nationality. Men have conflicting 
interests and ambitions. Women all the world over, speaking broadly, have one passion 
and one vocation, and that is the creation and preservation of human life (Pethick-
Lawrence 22). 
 
 This vocation defies the lines of difference. Motherhood contradicts the destruction of 
life that is war and thus women have the greatest interest in stopping it. Motherhood also 
bonds women across class and culture. This creates the resolve for peace in their shared 
interest in human life that men cannot experience or understand.   
 Conversely, there were the patriotic women such as May Sinclair. Near the 
beginning of Sinclair’s The Tree of Heaven, she writes about the crowds gathered in 
London upon the outbreak of war. She describes a restless crowd showing all sorts of 
reactions: 
It was an endless process of faces; gave and thoughtful faces; uninterested, respectable 
faces; faces of unmoved integrity; excited faces; dreaming, wondering, bewildered faces; 
faces merely curious, or curiously exalted, slightly ecstatic, open-mouthed fascinated by 
each other and by the movements and the lights; laughing, frivolous faces, and faces 
utterly vacant and unseeing (Sinclair 27). 
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The masses expressed an array of responses to the beginning of war. She proudly states 
“on every other breast there was a small Union Jack pin” as though, even with the 
sadness, bewilderment, and unmoved faces, patriotism bound much of the crowd 
together. Patriotism and the vision of Britain as a protector gave initial support to the war 
effort even with the risks. Sinclair highlights many of the excited members of the crowd, 
the war serving as a break from monotony. While not explicitly pro-war in this piece, she 
makes it an underlying sentiment. 
 Belgium’s suffering at the hands of Germany was largely how initial support for 
the war was garnered. Belgium, a small defenseless country, was bullied at the hands of a 
big power that threatened their culture and livelihood. Belgians could not retreat; their 
own state had become overrun. Gertrude Holland wrote, “This noble country, slowly 
being stifled out of existence, is now hardly more than a vast desolate sea of bricks & 
mortar & land damaged almost beyond repair by the people’s own but necessary self-
sacrifice when they flooded this beloved country to hinder the invading enemy” (Holland 
34). The noble bravery of Belgium as a small innocent victim made it essential for Britain 
to come to their aid. Britain’s honor was on the line when Germany invaded Belgium; if 
the small country did what it could to combat the German’s, Britain had a duty to defend 
Belgium as well. Moreover, Britain had twice promised in past treaties to defend 
Belgium, thus further staking their honor in this conflict. Germany forcefully taking 
Belgium was also depicted as rape in poems, cartoons, articles, and texts. This was 
furthered with the fear that the feminine Britannia would be similarly assaulted by 
Germany. Cicely Hamilton, in her novel William an Englishman, even goes so far as to 
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describe a British couple honeymooning in Belgium where, when separated, the wife is 
brutally raped by German soldiers.  
 Older, more traditional patriotic women like Mrs. Humphry Ward, expressed 
pride and optimism for the military machine and women’s actions at home. In her attempt 
to engage Americans in the war, England’s Effort, Humphry Ward witnesses the front 
and thinks, “The mind wavers between the two opposing images it suggests: war and its 
havoc on the one hand—the power of the human brain and the goodness of the human 
heart on the other” (Humphry Ward 66). This sentiment suggested war was a noble 
enterprise. Steeped in goodness and comradery rather than vast suffering—it becomes a 
“human” experience rather than inhumane. About England’s Effort Angela K. Smith 
writes,  
Ward is full of praise for the efficiency of the military machine, the organization of the 
military hospital, and the courage of all those participating in the great fight. Ward and 
her daughter are like tourists, motored from one chateau to the next, and, with the 
assistance of a variety of guides, allowed to see certain edited aspects of the war. Yet 
even the most disturbing of these is cloaked in patriotic rhetoric, transforming the 
experience of human tragedy to human triumph (A. Smith 178). 
 
This allows Ward to “claim authority” through her experience and justify her patriotic 
argument while ignoring other wartime events and traumas; she was a war tourist rather 
than participant.  
 Similarly, Mildred Aldrich, an American author who lived behind the French 
front line during the war, expresses a sentiment of pride and human goodness in her 
collection of letters: On the Edge of the War Zone. Aldrich writes,  
It was a disturbing and a thrilling sight. I give you my word, as I stood there, I envied 
them. It seemed to me a fine thing to lie out there in the open, in the soil of the fields their 
simple death has made holy, the duty well done, the dread over, each one just where he 
fell defending his mother land he had saved, in graces to be watered for years, not only 
by the tears of those near and dear to them, but by those of the heirs to their glory… You 
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may know a finer way to go. I do not. Surely, since Death is, it is better than dying of old 
age between clean sheets (Aldrich 195) 
 
To Aldrich, these men were to become heroes, dying nobly and martyrized by history. 
She describes this as disturbing and thrilling, almost jealous of their fates. Rather than 
being brutally ripped from life, these young men died in defense of their homeland, “the 
dread over” she mentions a kind of serenity. To her, there is beauty in this type of death, 
even as it is tragic.  
 Both conscription and encouragement of the war effort often involved women and 
caused points of contention. Sylvia Pankhurst wrote on the Conscription Bill: “It is 
merely an excuse for attacking one set of men at a time, under cover of the individual 
selfishness which makes bodies of people fail to realise their collective solidarity, instead 
of facing the opposition of married and unmarried men together” (S. Pankhurst 115). This 
bill ripped people from their family, starting at  age 18, causing outrage, especially 
amongst the mothers who would see their young boys taken to the war effort. As 
Pankhurst argues, it appeared as an excuse to gradually recruit more and more people to 
the war. A. T. Fitzroy expressed a similar sentiment in Despised and Rejected when 
Dennis, a conscientious objector, is summoned to court. There, he and his fiancée 
Antoinette witness a boy who is the only working member of his family and another who 
is a devout Christian request exemption to the sneering military officials. Antoinette 
observes the scene thinking: 
They were old—they were safe—and what right had they to send out the young men to 
kill each other? What right to sit in judgment upon one with all the potentialities of life 
still before him? To decree whether he was to be allowed to act according to his 
principles, or faced with the alternative of being forced to violate them or cast into 
prison? (Fitzroy 265) 
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This reflection shows a gap between men and women because women could not make the 
choice to fight. Moreover, it shows the struggle between one’s desires and views of the 
world and the world they were forced to live in. Conscientious objectors were often met 
with shame as unpatriotic deplorables, their objections primarily viewed with disdain, 
cowards who hate their country. Moreover, Fitzroy’s (pen name of Allantini) book was 
prosecuted under the Defence of Realm Act because it was detrimental to war morale. By 
questioning the war effort and the purpose of conscription, she violated censorship of 
anything that was not pro-war. Claire Buck writes of the book, “Allantini uses the 
romance genre as vehicle for her portrait of an aggressively militaristic society that 
rejects pacifists, artists, and homosexuals with similar brutality” (Buck 102). In this 
society, reflective of Christabel Pankhurst’s attack on the patriarchy, those who do not fit 
the militaristic norm and support the war effort are consistently demonized. Their 
different courageousness and principles don’t matter. There was danger in not fitting the 
mold.  
 As the war dragged on and suffering mounted, civilians and soldiers expressed 
dissatisfaction in the experiences and actions of the country. In her poem, ‘A Memory’, 
Margaret Sackville connects the anti-war sentiment with Christianity, implicitly 
suggesting that war and the religion are not compatible. Sackville goes on to note the 
devastation of war on the female, describing female bodies as those who suffer: 
There was no sound at all, no crying in the village, 
Nothing you would count as sound, that is, after the shells; 
Only behind a wall the low sobbing of women,  
The creaking of a door, a lost dog—nothing else. 
Silence which might be felt, no pity in the silence,  
Horrible, soft like blood, down all the blood-stained ways; 
In the middle of the street two corpses lie unburied,  
And a bayoneted woman stares in the market-place. 
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Humble and ruined folk—for these no pride of conquest,  
Their only prayer: "O Lord, give us our daily bread!" 
Not by the battle fires, the shrapnel are we haunted;  
Who shall deliver us from the memory of these dead? (Sackville). 
 
The poem begins with an eerie quiet, the village is shaken into a silence that evokes 
neither pity nor mercy. Sackville describes the shelling and sobbing of women as the only 
sounds. This happens behind a creaking door, shushed to mask the traumas and suffering. 
A bayoneted woman is left outside, showing the after-effects of an attack. The unnamed 
terrorizers are nowhere to be seen nor can they express their view of the events. The dead 
are innocents, civilians savagely killed rather than “sacrificed” for an effort bigger than 
themselves. This scene is grotesque and surreal. Finally, she recounts their prayer, an 
ironic cry to be remembered even as violence often forgets its sufferers.   
 Beatrice Mayor, expresses the endlessness of the war in her poem “Spring 1917” 
writing: 
Do we believe  
Men are now killing, dying— 
This evening, 
While the sky is pink with the low sun, 
And birds sing? 
 
No… 
So they go on killing, dying, 
This evening, 
And through summer, autumn, winter, 
And through spring (Mayor). 
 
To those experiencing the beautiful spring evening, war feels distant and unimaginable. 
In so much beauty, killing and dying cannot be occurring. And yet, Mayor describes the 
ongoing battles, through every season, storm, and pretty sight. For many non-combatants, 
the war felt far away, especially without personal connection to it— poems like this 
helped to show the differences between the front experience and home.  
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 In Not So Quiet… Smith addresses some of these discrepancies in female 
sentiment. Nell, her protagonist, comes home from her ambulance driving service at the 
front highly disillusioned while her mother is adamant about recruiting men and showing 
Nell off. Nell thinks: 
What is to happen to women like me when this war ends… if ever it ends. I am twenty-
one years of age, yet I know nothing of life but death, fear, blood, and the sentimentality 
that glorifies these things in the name of patriotism. I watch my own mother stupidly, 
deliberately, though unthinkingly—for she is a kind woman—encourage the sons of other 
women to kill their brothers… And my generation watches these things and marvels at 
the blind foolishness of it… helpless to make its immature voice heard above the 
insensate clamour of the old ones who cry: ‘Kill, Kill, Kill!” unceasingly (Smith 165) 
 
To the younger generation, patriotism is nothing but a falsity that masks the brutality of 
war. To those who are young, they’re only experience is based on barbarism and rhetoric 
behind why these horrors are permissible. Faced with a future, everything becomes bleak 
for those who directly encounter war’s awful nature. They will never call it allowable. 
This directly contrasts with women like Nell’s mother; she is safe at home encouraging 
those to fight for the sake of patriotism. Patriotic propaganda remains so strong that 
sacrificing one’s children remains a noble charge to civilians.   
 Throughout the war, women approached the fighting with differing viewpoints. 
Typically, the younger generation, especially those personally involved through service 
or the loss of a companion, became disillusioned by the end of the war. Many older 
women continued to encourage the war efforts for the sake of patriotism and national 
duty. Feminism also played into the war sentiment—men had created this war, thus 
patriarchy was a destructive force. Moreover, the distance between life in England, 
America and the colonies, and life on the front often created a discrepancy between 
experiences. To those living it, the war seemed endless, but life had to go on at home. For 
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those like Allantini, conscription and conscientious objection to the war separated 
members of society, making those who didn’t agree “despised and rejected” outsiders. 
Much of these opposing sides could be described as those who did or did not believe the 
“old lie” the Owen quotes from Horace: it is sweet and honorable to die for one’s 
country.  
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Chapter 9: After the War 
 Armistice was declared on November 11, 1918. For some, there was brief joy at 
the end of prolonged suffering. Once reality set in, joy became bittersweet. The 
devastation was so substantial that lives were wrecked with extensive tragedy. This made 
the end of the war an anticlimactic peace that few people could give themselves to 
completely. The end was met with a backlash against their changed roles and the 
demobilization of women from jobs to make room for returning veterans. The female 
populace was largely divided into single and widowed, either aspect faced with grief and 
a brutal reimagining of their lives. The men returning were fraught with shell shock and 
injuries, incapable of re-acclimating to a normal life. Societies were broken by grief. 
Post-war literature reflects how women tried to cope with a much bleaker reality. Rather 
than celebrating the Armistice, they could only mourn and resolve to find some hope in 
the end of deaths. 
 On the morning of November 11, victory guns rang out across cities around the 
world. The end was met with confusion. Vera Brittain writes, “The men and women who 
looked incredulously into each other’s faces did not cry jubilantly: ‘We’ve won the war!’ 
They only said: ‘The War is Over’” (Brittain 421). In the First World War, there were no 
real winners, victory was not celebrated but rather the end to turmoil. Brittain recollects 
having no desire to celebrate but rather wanting to mourn the men she’d lost and be alone 
with her thoughts. Victory was built on the losses of many, therefore those suffering the 
greatest sorrows mourned for those who lost their lives to give others end-of-war joy. 
At the victory balls and celebrations, many had similar sentiments. In a 1919 
poem entitled ‘Paris, November 11, 1918’, May Wedderburn Cannan writes: 
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And then you turned to me and with a low voice 
(The tables were abuzz with revelry) 
“I have a toast for you and me,” you said, 
And whispered “Absent,” and we drank 
Our unforgotten Dead. 
But I saw Love go lonely down the years, 
And when I drank, the wine was salt with tears (Cannan 336). 
 
Rather than meeting the end of the war with excitement, it was met by exhaustion and 
dissatisfaction. The world was new and confusing, the heartbreak so extensive that 
drinking to revelry was also drinking to the dead. The confusion of this moment apparent 
in the wine “salt with tears”, an effect of love that had turned to solemn loneliness. 
Further recounting her experience of Armistice, Brittain wrote, “For the first time I 
realized, with all that full realization meant, how completely everything that had hitherto 
made up my life had vanished with Edward and Roland, with Victory and Geoffrey. The 
War was over; a new age was beginning but the dead were dead and would never return” 
(Brittain 424). The new age after the war would not be celebrated by those who lost loved 
ones. As Brittain says, everything that had given substance to her life was gone. No 
longer could she and others channel grief into the war effort, with the war over they had 
to rebuild in profound sorrow.   
 The Peace talks at the end of the war also would cause such severe reparations 
that it would create the Great Depression and, eventually, World War II. As stated above, 
the war had no winners but for the ‘losers’ the punishment was so brutal that war-
wrecked countries and destroyed empires would continue to suffer. The poem ‘Peace’ by 
Eleanor Farjeon questions this: 
I am as awful as my brother war,  
I am the sudden silence after clamour.  
I am the face that shows the seamy scar  
When blood and frenzy has lost its glamour.  
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Men in my pause shall know the cost at last  
That is not to be paid in triumphs or tears,  
Men will begin to judge the thing that's past  
As men will judge it in a hundred years.  
 
Nations! whose ravenous engines must be fed  
Endlessly with the father and the son,  
My naked light upon your darkness, dread! -  
By which ye shall behold what ye have done:  
Whereon, more like a vulture than a dove,  
Ye set my seal in hatred, not in love. 
II.  
 
Let no man call me good. I am not blest.  
My single virtue is the end of crimes,  
I only am the period of unrest,  
The ceasing of horrors of the times;  
My good is but the negative of ill,  
Such ill as bends the spirit with despair,  
Such ill as makes the nations' soul stand still  
And freeze to stone beneath a Gorgon glare.  
 
Be blunt, and say that peace is but a state  
Wherein the active soul is free to move,  
And nations only show as mean or great  
According to the spirit then they prove. -  
O which of ye whose battle-cry is Hate  
Will first in peace dare shout the name of Love? (Farjeon 349-350). 
 
Farjeon expresses, as Brittain and Cannan did, that peace exposes the horrors of war 
when the frenzy and glamour is over. “Peace” is the function of war that realizes its costs; 
it becomes the time of judgment rather than repair. Farjeon’s ‘Nations’ are those who fed 
the war while the populace suffered, taking both the father and son. The light of peace 
breaks up the darkness to make it clearer. She uses the imagery of a vulture and a dove, 
the dove a symbol of peace who, in reality, picks upon the carcasses of war. To her, the 
only virtue of war is the end to the horrors. She says the good is “but the negative of ill”, 
not a redeeming facet. The “ill’s” damage is already done. The end of crimes cannot undo 
the atrocities. Her final stanza again turns to the nations that make war, the time of peace 
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is when they can show their actual motivations and claim greatness with cruelty. Her 
final question to the greater states begs them to pursue love in peace rather than continue 
the hatred that would eventually appear in the WWI reparations.  
 Peace also meant that many women were forced out of their jobs to make way for 
the returning soldiers. Vera Brittain’s ‘The Lament of the Demobilised’ reflects on this 
new reality for women who had gotten workforce experience throughout the war. She 
talks about their contributions versus those of the men: 
'Four years,' some say consolingly. 'Oh well, 
What's that ? You're young. And then it must have been 
A very fine experience for you !' 
And they forget 
How others stayed behind and just got on -  
Got on the better since we were away. 
And we came home and found 
They had achieved, and men revered their names, 
But never mentioned ours; 
And no-one talked heroics now, and we 
Must just go back and start again once more. 
'You threw four years into the melting-pot -  
Did you indeed !' these others cry. 'Oh well,  
The more fool you!' 
And we're beginning to agree with them (Brittain 87).  
 
For the women, war work is diminished to a ‘fine experience.’ The women who worked 
on the front were not considered dependent on and entrenched in this new life. Brittain 
notes how “they forget” that women also joined up and participated in the war effort 
abroad. Women who didn’t serve abroad were saved a degree of peril. Brittain points out 
the irony of men revered and women unmentioned rather than being met with similar 
respect. These women have to start again in the same way as men but are neglected. She 
also mentions others’ perception that their actions were foolish, for naught, even after 
giving four years of their lives to the war; the public snubs the returning female 
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volunteers and praises the men. Her final line acknowledges that women, beaten down by 
this treatment, can only concede that maybe they did waste their time.  
 As this new world was rebuilding following peace talks, the memories of the dead 
started to slip away. Life goes on, but many struggled with grief for the rest of their lives. 
Muriel Stuart’s poem “Forgotten dead, I Salute You” highlights these faded memories of 
the boys lying in distant graves: 
None remember him he lies 
In earth of some strange-sounding place, 
Nameless beneath the nameless skies, 
The wind his only chant, the rain 
The only tears upon his face; 
Far and forgotten utterly 
By living man. Yet such as he 
Have made it possible and sure 
For other lives to have, to be; 
For men to sleep content, secure. 
Lip touches lip and eyes meet eyes 
Because his heart beats not again:  
His rotting, fruitless body lies 
That sons may grow from other men 
 
He gave, as Christ, the life he had – 
The only life desired or known; 
The great, sad sacrifice was made 
For strangers; this forgotten dead 
Went out into the night alone. 
There was his body broken for you, 
There was his blood divinely shed 
That in earth lie lost and dim. 
Eat, drink, and often as you do, 
For whom he died, remember him (Stuart 354). 
 
This memorialization celebrates those who would never be remembered by generations to 
come. To the young men gone, they lose all chances at procreation and shaping the 
world: “that sons may grow from other men.” She makes this “man” a Christ figure, 
having sacrificed for everyone else. Similar to the mood of Brittain and Cannan, the 
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people brought the war to an end were dead, unable to celebrate their accomplishments. 
The people who suffered the most paid the cost for which others could rejoice. In 
Brittain’s poem ‘The Unseen Undergraduates’ (written on Armistice Day, 1920) she says: 
They’ll flit unseen amid the shadows grey 
Beneath some ivied window once their own, 
Whereof they dreamed on summer days in France, 
With wistful eyes before the great advance, 
Knowing in death that other hands would reap 
The harvest they had sown (Brittain 93).  
 
The war stole the youth of the undergraduates she mentions, no longer will they live to 
their full potential—this became a fleeting dream as they waited to advance in France. 
Forever they will be frozen in time, longing to have returned to their unfulfilled lives. It is 
with this sadness Brittain now views the walls of Oxford, remembering the dead who “flit 
unseen.” 
 Across the colonies, the same suffering was felt. Katherine Mansfield, a New 
Zealander who lost her brother in the war, recalls grief and memorialization in her story 
“The Fly.” The story explores the relationship of a grieving father with his lost son, 
satirizing by the man’s interaction with a fly in his office. In the piece she writes,  
Although over six years had passed away, the boss never thought of the boy except as 
lying unchanged, unblemished in his uniform. Asleep for ever. ‘My son!’ groaned the 
boss. But no tears came yet. In the past, in the first months and even years after the boy’s 
death, he had only to say those words to be overcome by such grief that nothing short of a 
violent fit of weeping could relieve him. Time, he had declared then, he had told 
everybody, could make no difference…Life itself had come to have no other meaning 
(Mansfield 414) 
 
The man goes on to try to save a fly fallen into his inkpot only to watch it die as his son 
had. This dark satire realizes the permanent tragedy of loss and the mistakes made when 
the one gone was still alive. The war put life on pause and everyone reshaped a new 
world while the dead went on “unchanged, unblemished” forever in their graves. Their 
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spaces would be left eternally, life’s only remaining meaning turning to grief. As this 
man thinks, time would never make a difference the moment those memories were 
recalled by something.  
 In the final chapter of Testament of Youth Vera Brittain expresses the closing 
sentiment: 
Perhaps, after all, the best that we who were left could do was refuse to forget, and to 
teach our successors what we remembered in the hope that they, when their own day 
came, would have more power to change the state of the world than this bankrupt, 
shattered generation. If only, somehow, the nobility which in us had been turned towards 
destruction could be used in them for creation, if the courage which we had dedicated to 
war could be employed, by them, on behalf of peace, then the future might indeed see the 
redemption of man instead of his further descent into chaos (Brittain 594) 
 
And indeed, that was all this generation was left with—the hope to create a world where 
that war would end future conflicts. Brittain’s plea to refuse to forget was neglected and 
within 20 years the same thing would happen again as the appeasers kept yielding to the 
dictators. 
 The women of World War One were faced with many challenges and changes in 
the world. Their space in society was redefined by social movements as well as by mass 
deaths. Many throughout the war and after it asked if there was anything that could’ve 
been done to prevent the catastrophe that befell their generation while others, detached 
from the fighting, cheered on patriotic notions. Women contributed to the war rhetoric 
from various positions, involved but not as violently as men and were left to pick up the 
pieces. Their perspectives became essential to examining the changes the war brought for 
everyone, but particularly for their own gender.  
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Chapter 10: The War Rhetoric (Conclusion) 
 In the hundred years since World War One, the war has been recognized as a 
historical catastrophe. The catalyst for World War Two, it reshaped society with the 
brutality of industrial warfare. Many have called WWI hapless, a mass loss of life for no 
apparent reason. In examining the war rhetoric, particularly the works of women, it’s 
clear that this narrative was far messier for those who experienced the war. The war was 
a mass tragedy tied up in social change and national honor and its after-effects resounded 
for years to come, eventually propelling the world into WWII. WWI, like all war, was 
complicated. Pacifist or nationalist, conflict seldom yields an easy answer to the 
emotional lacerations it leaves. But by viewing “The Great War” exclusively through a 
negative lens, much of the honor, duty, and actual emotion of the war is lost. Instead, by 
exploring the war through the female perspective, the consensus on what the war meant is 
modified. Historically, only combatants could talk of war, women were confined to the 
roles of mourners, taking a passive eye in relation to the conflict. By including their 
views, we witness a new consensus that conveys that both war and women’s role within it 
go far beyond the scope of grieving at home. This connection is also tied to the male war 
experience in that both women and men are allowed to maneuver differently within the 
space of violent conflict: women do not only suffer, and men do not only fight. 
Moreover, the new opportunities the war granted to women must be critically examined.  
 While many of the major female writers of the time had anti-war sentiments, they 
weren’t exclusively anti-war. In Vera Brittain’s “Lament of the Demobilized” she pleads 
with the public to recognize her service too, unwilling to diminish female sacrifices 
society made in the war. The more war-positive writer, Rebecca West, creates conflict 
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within her character Chris who is aware of his duty to return to the front but also has to 
be ripped from the more idealistic fantasy he is living in. To him, like many others, the 
war is bigger than just a question of right and wrong—it is woven into a deeply intricate 
personal crisis. Even Virginia Woolf’s Septimus in Mrs Dalloway, a war-broken veteran, 
must reflect on the war as a whole and live in the world it has created until his suicide. 
Moreover, his narrative is guided by the shell-shock surrounding his dead war-
companion, emphasizing the importance of comradery and bonds during wartime. 
History cannot simply name the war as only evil but must insist on remembrance that 
respects the participants in every sphere of society.  
 Furthermore, for many women, the war brought positive change that increased 
their positions in society, including enfranchisement and more jobs for working-class 
girls. In examining the war, we must not neglect the changes to once-rigid gender 
structures. During World War One, women served as nurses, army volunteers, munitions 
girls, and more while many still had their traditional domestic roles as mothers, wives, 
sisters, lovers, and friends. For those working in new jobs, those on the front encountered 
the war’s worst horrors and persisted in their duties, proving they could handle the 
atrocities they witnessed. In munitions and other jobs, women kept industries going and 
filled the societal gap left by departed soldiers. Within domestic roles they both supported 
their country and its soldiers and dealt with personal suffering from war losses and 
burdens. Personal and political identities divided women between honoring their own 
experience, their nations’, and those who had died. Exclusively following the rhetoric 
that war is bad diminishes the sacrifices of women who were left without their husbands 
and sons. It also neglects the sacrifices of soldiers and war workers who, while suffering 
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for their country, are owed recognition. Furthermore, negating women’s political and 
industrial accomplishments neglects the leaps made from the platform of the war.  
 Suffrage, patriotism, pacifism, and socialism were all significant reactions to the 
war that have had lasting impacts. Women achieved the right to vote during and 
immediately post-war in many English-speaking countries, pacifist movements helped 
lead into the creation of the League of Nations, socialism went on to govern many 
European political structures, and patriotism kept the “home-fires burning”, maintaining 
some national spirit. Many of these movements produced positive outcomes that may not 
have been reached without the shock of the war, further complicating the negative 
rhetoric. The war was a catastrophe that had positive and negative impacts. 
 Even on the homefront, the noncombatant experience was often conflicted; a 
mixture of jealousy and boredom shaping women’s experiences. They wanted to 
participate in the war while abhorring many aspects of it. Nothing about these sentiments 
was straightforward.  
To the female writers, there was no clear progression of emotion from beginning 
to end but rather many questions about the nature of industrial warfare and its effects on 
society.  Some women detested the war all along, others grew to hate it, and others 
maintained its necessity. It is a narrative impossible to fit into any one box especially as 
women wove a political and personal narrative of loss and action.  
 Even in the post-war period, when societies were reconciling with what happened 
and how to move forward, citizens had to surmount a series of challenges. Some men 
returning needed jobs, others were injured or traumatized, and many women had either 
lost their spouses or future spouses or would never meet them because of the mass war 
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casualties. This meant life had to be re-structured in a way that allowed remembrance, 
respected the dead, and pushed society past a devastating event.  
 All wars are catastrophic on some level but World War One was an experience 
that constantly contradicted itself, especially for women. Their experiences went beyond 
simple disillusionment, it eventually morphed into a complicated array of reactions 
dictated by the powerful social changes at the time. The war was devastating, yes, but it 
also granted opportunities to women that weren’t previously available, spawning a 
narrative steeped in contradiction when compared to women’s previous societal roles. 
War cannot be distilled to a simple narrative and should instead be looked at under a 
broad scope— it is something experienced differently by the individuals who face it. 
Rather than tying the World War One narrative of English society to an exclusively 
negative framework, it should be examined via its complexity. During wartime, everyone 
loses some agency over their lives, but at the same moment, women made use of their 
new situation in other ways (greater independence and workforce contributions among 
them). Examining World War One means to conceptualize it within a narrative as 
complex as the people who wrote about it. This chronicle must include both male and 
female contributions. In both perspectives, we see variance across the board and a 
wartime progression of sentiment that is not as simple as it’s often made out to be. 
Although war is brutal and bloody, it cannot be understood as anything less than 
transformative—for the good and bad.  
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